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PREFACE 


Upon his death in 2003, Walter J. Ong S.J. left unpublished a mostly 
completed manuscript that he had worked on from 1987 to 1994: Lan- 
guage as Hermeneutic: A Primer on the Word and Digitization. This 
manuscript was his last book-length project. We offer it here in the hope 
that it will serve both the general reader and the scholar already familiar 
with Ong’s work. To this end, we have provided a context that includes 
explanatory materials on the life and work of Walter Ong. Our goal is to 
show the continuing relevance of his multidisciplinary studies in language 
and culture for further research along these lines. 

In the introduction, Sara van den Berg provides an overview and as- 
sessment of Ong’s thought in relation to Language as Hermeneutic. The 
editors then present the reconstructed text of the manuscript, which con- 
sists of a prologue, eleven chapters, and an epilogue. The next two parts 
of the volume describe the reconstruction of the text and contextualize 
its themes in relation to other works by Walter Ong. In “Language as 
Hermeneutic: The Evolution of the Idea and the Text,” Thomas Zlatic 
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traces the decade-long development of the manuscript, and describes the 
editorial principles and methods used to shape the text for publication 
here. In the second explanatory chapter, “Language as Hermeneutic: An 
Unresolved Chord,” Zlatic demonstrates that the book is a synthesis of 
sixty years of Ong’s publications. 

Language as Hermeneutic was not Ong’s last important piece of writ- 
ing. In the final years of his life, he wrote a number of significant articles, 
some of which were derived from this manuscript. One paragraph in the 
tenth chapter of Language as Hermeneutic generated a substantial unpub- 
lished essay, “Time, Digitization, and Dali’s Memory,” which was found 
among Fr. Ong’s papers. This essay expands on the dialectic between digi- 
tization and hermeneutic, and is included in this volume as an appendix. 
That essay is accompanied by a previously published article by Thomas 
Zlatic explaining the circumstances of Ong’s Dalí essay and suggesting its 
resonance for Language as Hermeneutic. 

Walter J. Ong’s archives, including the four iterations of Language as 
Hermeneutic, are housed in the Archives at the Pius XII Memorial Li- 
brary of Saint Louis University. The reconstruction of the text for publica- 
tion was possible only because Ong kept complete, detailed, and carefully 
organized (though somewhat idiosyncratic) records of his scholarship, 
teaching, and correspondence. The librarians at Saint Louis University 
have described him as “an archivist’s dream.” We came to regard him as 
an editor’s dream as well. 

The Archives at the Saint Louis University Library will continue to be 
of great help to future scholars. The manuscripts of Language as Herme- 
neutic, Fr. Ong’s notes and papers, and his extensive correspondence are 
readily available. Much of this material is now online as the Walter Ong 
Digital Collection, but researchers are also invited to consult the original 
materials in the Walter J. Ong Manuscript Collection. 

We thank Douglas Mercouillier, S.J., former provincial of the US Jesuits 
Missouri Province, for initial permission to undertake this project; Ronald 
Mercier, S.J., provincial of the US Jesuits Central and Southern Province, 
for reaffirming permission; and David Cassen, director of the Saint Louis 
University Libraries, for permission to publish these texts from the Walter 
J. Ong Archive. We are grateful to John Padberg, S.J., for arranging the 
deposit of the archive in Pius XII Memorial Library Special Collections. 
Gregory Pass, head of Special Collections, and Jonathan Sawday, Ong 
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Chair in the Humanities at Saint Louis University, gave helpful advice 
at the beginning of this project. John Walter, as a graduate fellow of the 
Walter J. Ong Center, did much of the early work to survey and catalog 
materials in the archive. Former archivist John Waide has been a faithful 
steward and expert advocate. He and his successor, Timothy Achee, gave 
us extraordinary help in identifying and locating documents. Paul Sou- 
kup, S.J., granted Thomas Zlatic permission to republish “The Persistence 
of Memory: Picturing Ong’s Oral Hermeneutics,” Communication Re- 
search Trends 33.1 (2014): 10-15. Thomas Zlatic thanks James Braun for 
his tireless service and technological expertise in helping to organize ar- 
chival materials electronically. Sara van den Berg also thanks Paul Soukup 
for granting permission to include portions of “Current Opportunities 
in Ong Scholarship,” which was originally published in Communication 
Research Trends 33.2 (2014): 4-9. 

The editors dedicate this book to the late Thomas M. Walsh, who was 
a student and colleague of Fr. Ong for many years, and who would have 
wanted to include this volume in his definitive bibliography of Fr. Ong’s 
publications. 


LANGUAGE AS HERMENEUTIC 


INTRODUCTION 


Sara van den Berg 


Language in all its modes—oral, written, print, electronic—claims the 
central role in Walter J. Ong’s speculations on human culture. His pro- 
vocative work was honored by his scholarly peers, by the American and 
French governments, and by readers who came to know his writings not 
only in English but also through translations into many languages, in- 
cluding Polish and Japanese. He spent his career in St. Louis, and trav- 
eled throughout the world to lecture, to conduct research, and to meet 
with other leading intellectuals (Farrell, Walter Ong’s Contributions). In 
the final years of his life, Ong paid special attention to the new electronic 
culture that now dominates the globe. He himself deserves special atten- 
tion for his prescient comments and the challenges he saw for our future. 

After his death, his archives were found to contain four versions of a 
book manuscript, Language as Hermeneutic: A Primer on the Digitization 
of the Word. The last version was dated 1994. The edition presented here 
consolidates all four versions into a single text. Ong had envisioned his 
book as an overview of his work, but Language as Hermeneutic developed 


a new argument of its own, centered on issues of cognition, interpretation, 


2 Introduction 


and language in our era of new electronic media. Digitization and lan- 
guage had existed since ancient times, but their relationship changed in 
the age of new media. Digitization, the dichotomous organization of 
knowledge and thought, “matured” into computerization; language could 
interpret the resultant cultural changes. Ong set forth several principles 
basic to his understanding of interpretation: all meaning is negotiated be- 
tween people; all language is hermeneutic; and digital technologies evoke 
interpretation as a corrective to the apparent totalizing of information 
that the dichotomous structure of digitization conveys. Digitization, he 
argues, is a closed system; language is an open system. That open system 
of reflection and interpretation can destabilize digital formulations and 
thereby make change possible. 

Walter Ong offered his first noteworthy comments on electronic com- 
munication and culture in his widely read book, Orality and Literacy 
(1982), in which he traced the changes in consciousness that characterize 
shifts from oral to chirographic to print to electronic culture. Each of these 
stages enabled and sustained a distinctive habit of mind. During the next 
twenty-five years, he often returned to his ideas about electronic culture 
and interpretation, especially the interpretive mode he called hermeneutic. 
Although digital thinking precedes electronic media, these media depend 
on digital structure and form. At first, Ong did not make much distinction 
between the different forms of media from radio and television to new 
media, regarding them as products of “electronic” culture. In The Pres- 
ence of the Word (1967), he commented on “the shape which electronics 
and sound give to social organization and to human life generally” (89). 

Twenty-eight years later, in “Hermeneutic Forever: Voice, Text, Digi- 
tization, and the ‘I,’” Ong concisely stated the argument in Language as 
Hermeneutic. Walter Ong was especially concerned with the impact of the 
computer on interpretation: 


With electronics, and particularly the computer, hermeneutics entered a 
more intensely reflective stage than ever before, as greater and greater stores 
of information can be dealt with by means of more and more potent techno- 
logical aids to interpretation. (Ong 1995, 12) 


Ong defined hermeneutics as “systematized or methodized interpretation, 
felt as different from the text on which it operates, even if the hermeneutic 
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emerges as itself a text.” He regarded hermeneutics as “explicit reflection 
about the interpretive process itself.” In short, “Hermeneutics is interpre- 
tation grown self-conscious” (Ong 1995, 13). In order to cope with the 
new dominance of digitization, Ong argued, the traditional use of tex- 
tual models in hermeneutics should be supplemented with models based 
on oral-aural discourse. He suggested that an “oral hermeneutic” was 
needed to interpret language in its fullness, beyond what could be cap- 
tured in text. 

Ong developed his new hermeneutic out of his formulation of “second- 
ary orality,” not as a return to the first form of oral communication but 
as a later stage that relied on literacy to craft orality in electronic com- 
munication. In a lecture at the Aquinas Institute in St. Louis, he made 
the following observation: “Secondary orality (radio and television): 
floods the world with sounded words. . . . But it is the product of a writ- 
ing and print culture” (Ong 1994). “Secondary orality” has proved to 
be one of Walter Ong’s most provocative ideas. He coined the term to 
name the transmission of speech in electronic media; this moreover, sec- 
ondary version of orality depends on the underlying resources of literacy. 
For example, a person watching television or YouTube may see and hear 
someone “speaking,” but that speech is an electronic equivalent of speech. 
Someone who is barely literate may constantly and comfortably use a 
cellphone for “oral” communication—or a “smartphone” for many other 
purposes—but that communication is made possible only by the literate 
culture that developed the telephonic system. 

Ong’s formulation reflected his appreciation for the complexity of cul- 
ture. He was not a primitivist who celebrated oral cultures or idealized the 
“residual orality” in literate culture, nor did he posit a linear idea of cul- 
tural “progress.” Instead, he sought to understand how different modes 
of language coexist in the palimpsest of modern culture. Ong neither 
privileged orality nor rejected electronic media, but sought to explain the 
multiple consequences of cultural change. He regarded different modes 
of transmitting thought as the key to change in consciousness as well as 
in culture. For that reason, he sought to articulate the difference between 
language and digitization, even as he often framed his own language in the 
dichotomous mode of digitization. If digital formulations set up a closed 
system, mapping a totality by identifying its divisions, language challenges 
and undoes what would seem to be definitive divisions: “As hermeneutic, 
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language seeks ultimately not to divide but to integrate.” He offers this 
bedrock principle of language as hermeneutic: “Everything is related to 
everything else” (16). 

Fr. Ong’s reflections on electronic culture will be of special importance 
to those who are familiar with his earlier cultural analyses and to anyone 
interested in language and digitization as competing modes of organizing 
expression and knowledge. The argument of his book also suggests the 
continuing relevance of his work, not only for those interested in the his- 
tory of communication, culture, and consciousness, but also for those ex- 
ploring current and future problems and possibilities for the interpersonal 
and ethical uses of new technologies. 

Fr. Ong first gained prominence with the publication of Ramus, 
Method, and the Decay of Dialogue (1958) and its companion volume, 
the Ramus Talon Inventory. Peter Ramus, a sixteenth-century French 
pedagogue, challenged the Thomistic logic that dominated educational 
practice. That logic rested on the resources of language. The new logic 
of Ramus emphasized dichotomous formulations based on mathematics 
rather than language. According to Ramus and his followers, all thought 
could be formulated using this new method. Ong was critical of Ramus, 
but acknowledged the profound intellectual influence of Ramism and 
linked it to the new technology of print. Print enhanced the spread of 
literacy and introduced a new mode of cultural thought that was less de- 
pendent on oral formula, repetition, and community. Moreover, it enabled 
singularity, interiority, and multiple modes of presenting an argument in 
the visual space of the printed page. Despite these important psychic and 
cultural gains, the Ramist valorization of visualist and spatial paradigms 
for knowledge led to a reduction of being to idea; meaning was considered 
only in terms of the concept, not the existential reality in which the utter- 
ance was made. Ong’s lifelong project was to correct what he regarded as 
a fundamental error. 

Paradoxically, that reduction led to an expansion as well. Ong’s first 
meditation on modern technology emphasized the transmission of speech 
and writing by the telephone and the telegraph. One of the final essays in 
Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology (1971) evaluates the way new tech- 
nologies erase the constraints that time and space traditionally placed on 
communication. Knowledge, moreover, would no longer be stored and 
retrieved by personal memory but by machines. As Ong remarks, “Our 
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most sophisticated knowledge storing and retrieving tool is the computer, 
essentially a visual device” (296). 

Orality and Literacy (1982) put forward Ong’s comments on electronic 
culture. Writing restructures consciousness, as the title of the fourth chap- 
ter famously declared, and he argued that new mode of communication 
also altered the way people think and live. In the preface to the 1983 edi- 
tion of Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, Ong explicitly linked 
the dichotomizing method of Ramus to computer technology: 


Were I to do this again, I know there are many things that would need 
reconsideration and revised assessment. One connection that would have 
to be brought out would be the resemblance of Ramus’ binary dichoto- 
mized charts . . . to digital computer programs. Like computer programs, 
the Ramist dichotomies were designed to be heuristic. . . . The quantifying 
drives inherited from medieval logic were producing computer programs 
in Ramus’ active mind some four hundred years before the computer itself 


came into being. (viii.n) 


The computer may have altered consciousness, but the continuous pres- 
ence of binary thought and of language as the opposite mode of interpre- 
tation dates back to Ramus and even earlier. The relative cultural force of 
each term and the awareness of new possibilities for digitization provide 
opportunities to create an integrative foundation for cultural change. Ong 
argued that hermeneutic, the language of interpretation, made change 
possible by integrating elements that digitization divided and by bringing 
together old and new modes of cultural communication. 

The computer revolution has transformed culture worldwide since the 
1980s, changing both public and private life. Ong’s work coincided with 
the appearance of personal computers, some of them almost forgotten: 
the Commodore, the Compaq, the Kaypro, and the Apple. The Apple II 
was distributed to schools, and applications were soon developed to take 
advantage of digital computing. Business and the professions were not far 
behind. Virtually every business and many individual people, now called 
“users,” have their own websites. We have access to massive amounts of 
information, and interpretation in the digital humanities has shifted away 
from the singular person, object, or event in favor of analyzing “big data.” 
This shift paradoxically coexists with the apparent power of the individual 
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user. People use personal computers for social exchange, personal expres- 
sion, information storage, shopping, and access to information. 

Walter Ong’s comments emphasize the individual person in relation- 
ship with others. At the same time that a single person’s “voice” can go 
viral and have an enormous impact, the anonymity and scale of big data 
can absorb and override the voice of the single interpreter. Because we are 
awash in information, Ong asserts, we need a corresponding hermeneutic 
language to unify it for ourselves, to turn data into knowledge, and to 
maintain the centrality of the individual voice. 

The cultural changes observed by Walter Ong go beyond the efficien- 
cies and social transformations of electronic culture. Distance, time, 
memory, privacy, and truth are only a few of the assumptions that have 
been challenged or transformed by the immediacy and scope of electronic 
technology. As Philip Leith observes, following Ong, digital programming 
alters consciousness: “we will not look too closely at ‘information’ since it 
will seem unproblematic to us. Indeed, we do see information as unprob- 
lematic, due in large part, to the way that computers have changed our 
perspective” (1990, 162). 

Although Walter Ong wrote before the advent of big data, his work 
offers an important alternative to its dominance. The role of big data has 
grown to mean far more than increased storage of information. Big data 
can absorb individual voices, so much so that the self, the interpreter, 
may seem vulnerable, even lost. Big data compilers gather information an 
individual user seeks or provides, and can bundle together groups of users 
to discover commercial or even ideological patterns. The compilation of 
big data makes possible new kinds of interpretation and research on a vast 
scale, but we recognize the need to debate the challenges to privacy, ethics, 
and security posed by surveillance over space and time. 

Those challenges often seem to be outweighed by our hunger for in- 
formation. The memory stored in the machine relieves us of the need to 
use Our own memories as our primary repository of information. We seek 
computers that have more and more “memory,” an ever greater capacity 
to store information not only on a “hard drive” but also beyond mate- 
rial structures in “the cloud.” Unlike human memory, that storage is flat, 
without affect or nuance. Researchers at the MIT Media Lab, led by Rosa- 
lind Picard, seek ways to incorporate affect into computing, to balance 
emotion and cognition, and to develop technologies that can recognize, 
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generate, or respond to emotion (Picard,1997). Other scholars have 
turned to affect as a major element of language (Besnier), most recently in 
relation to the neuroscience of the brain (Leys). As a vehicle for expres- 
sion, language permits affect, nuance, and interpretation. The resources of 
language (including rhythm, qualitative and quantitative emphasis, tonal 
registers, linguistic differences, grammar and syntax, punctuation) and its 
social context can also be considered restraints. Language provides a way 
not only to categorize but also to interpret information, to develop novel 
ideas, and to critique established concepts. 

Two years after the fourth draft of Language as Hermeneutic, Walter 
Ong published “Information and/or Communication: Interactions” (Ong 
1996). That essay presents hermeneutics and digitization not merely as 
oppositional but as interrelated modes of expression. He also moved be- 
yond a discussion of the electronic age to introduce speculations on our 
new age of genetics. He understood the genetic code as “information” 
without language; that is to say, that code does not transmit thoughts 
or symbols. Since then, we have come to realize that the genetic code 
expresses and forms the living body of the person, who has the capacity 
to develop and use language; and language is the vehicle for “much more 
than simple diffusion of units of information” (1996, 507). Ong believed 
that contemporary information systems, whether electronic or genetic, 
have “overwhelmed our human lifeworld” (514). Although “big data” lay 
in the future, he asserted the importance of the individual person, the in- 
terpreter, and the need for “intimacy” (515). He called for a new rhetoric, 
a new language of interpretation, to meet that need. He anticipated the 
current resurgence of ideas about language and its effects, and the theo- 
retical turn away from the impersonal mode of knowing that digitization 
seems to assume in favor of affect as the response to information and as 
the driving force for interpretation, intimacy, and relationship. Although 
scientists struggle to develop computers that can reflect and interpret, the 
human interpreter continues to be crucial as we seek to understand what 
we do, how we feel, and who we are. 

Language as Hermeneutic does not reject or condemn digital technol- 
ogy. Ong valued that technology, but regarded hermeneutic as its necessary 
complement. This book, and his final essays, document Ong’s intellectual 
engagement with the problem of language as a vehicle for interpretation 
in our electronic and genetic postdigital age. He calls for a balance and 
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interaction of hermeneutic and digitization, and he insists that both re- 
quire examination. For Ong, the dichotomous formulations of the digital 
mode are the beginning, not the end, of inquiry. Even the nonverbal digital 
dichotomies of computer language and DNA require the hermeneutic of 
verbal or alphabetic language. As computing grows ever greater in speed 
and scale, as the chip is replaced by the quark and even by the human cell, 
and as the human body itself comes to be regarded as the expression of ge- 
netic information, we have an ever greater need for interpretation and for 
language. “Everything is related to everything else” was, for Walter Ong, 
the principle of hermeneutics. Digitization endures, most obviously in the 
very structure of DNA, yet it is through language that we comprehend 
relationships. That need for relationship, and relationship itself, Walter 
Ong honored as a mystery. In 1998, he questioned any rigid dichotomi- 
zation of hermeneutic language and digitization in his extended review 
of Denise Schmandt-Besserat’s Before Writing (Ong 1998). He suggested 
that a commonality binds together all forms of information: “The way 
into writing remains, psychologically and sociologically, somewhat myste- 
rious. At the heart of the mystery is the role that digitation, now matured 
in the computer, played in the ways human beings stumbled into writing 
in the first place” (548). Late in his life, Ong remained eager to engage 
new information about “information,” to speculate on what was chang- 
ing in culture and what remained constant. That engagement permeates 
Language as Hermeneutic. His intellectual commitment to the interpret- 
ing self, more than to specific insights and ideas, is the continuing legacy 
of Walter Ong. 


PART I 


Language as Hermeneutic 


A Primer on the Word and Digitization 


Walter J. Ong 


PROLOGUE 


Total verbal explicitness is impossible. 


Language, Hermeneutics, and Digitization 


A thesis of these reflections is that there are two encompassing and com- 
plementary movements significantly dominating the development of world 
culture today, digitization and hermeneutics—which is to say (as will be 
explained more fully throughout the work)—a fractioning movement and 
a holistic movement, and that these movements explain something of what 
has been going on in the development of human beings’ intellectual rela- 
tionship and concomitant relationships to the world around them, chiefly 
in highly technologized societies but indirectly through all the world. 
Everyone is aware of how deeply digitization influences modes of 
thought and action in our electronic world, most pervasively through the 
use of the digital computer. Digitization refers to division into numerically 
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distinct units and to operations carried on by means of such units. Digi- 
tization proceeds always by division into distinct units, and thus is based 
on fractioning, although the digital units can be made so exquisitely tiny 
that results appear not fractioned at all but virtually continuous, and are 
indeed capable of reproducing what is continuous more accurately than 
nondigitized reproduction can manage. No matter what wonderful unities 
digitization can effect, it effects unity only by making division so minus- 
cule that, humanly speaking, it leaves in effect no trace of its divisiveness. 

But in our present culture, there is another development, less widely 
known and very little reflected on, that relates to digitization, namely 
hermeneutics (or hermeneutic—the plural and the singular can often be 
used interchangeably). “Hermeneutics” is the Greek-based English word 
corresponding pretty closely to the Latin-based English word “interpreta- 
tion.” Both words refer to explanation. But “hermeneutics” (or “herme- 
neutic”) usually refers to intensive, scholarly, more or less systematized 
verbal interpretation (as against dramatic or other interpretation) of tex- 
tual material. Hermeneutics is interpretation grown self-conscious. In its 
intensified form, it can become a hermeneutic of suspicion, based on the 
presumption that the text is saying something other than, or even con- 
tradictory to, what it seems at first blush to be saying. As will be seen, 
the growth of hermeneutics or interpretation is a function of the growth 
of information in world cultures—most spectacularly in high-technology 
cultures, but to some extent in all the cultures of the world. 

In the past couple of centuries—roughly, since the Enlightenment— 
hermeneutics, labeled as such and thought of as learned and more or less 
systematic explanation, first made its way into Western thought as referring 
to the interpretation of biblical texts. But today it is growing beyond all 
bounds, enveloping innumerable subjects in academia (as it will, more and 
more, in the rest of the world). In a university library with only one-third 
of its holdings thus far in its computerized catalog, in this computerized 
catalogue under the subject heading of “hermeneutics” I find listings of 
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“literary hermeneutics,” “hermeneutics and analysis,” “science, herme- 


neutics and praxis,” “Buddhist hermeneutics,” “hermeneutics as method, 


6 


philosophy, and critique,” “context and hermeneutics,” “hermeneutics, 
tradition, and reason,” “hermeneutics and deconstruction,” “hermeneutics 
and social science,” “hermeneutics as politics,” “hermeneutics of postmo- 


dernity,” “hermeneutics of postmodernism,” “hermeneutics of intimacy,” 
’ 3 
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“hermeneutics versus science” (sometimes hermeneutics is opposed to sci- 
ence, sometimes allied with science, sometimes used to explain science), “the 
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hermeneutics of the subject,” “postmodern literary hermeneutics,” “reli- 
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gions, literature, and hermeneutics,” “feminist hermeneutics,” “phenom- 
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enological hermeneutics,” “philosophical hermeneutics” (is hermeneutics 
allied with philosophy, opposed to philosophy, interwoven with philoso- 
phy?), “transcendence and hermeneutics,” “T. S. Eliot and hermeneutics,” 


> ec 


“Yeats’s autobiography and hermeneutics,” “energetics and hermeneutics,” 
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“hermeneutics and critical theory,” “Jung’s challenge to biblical hermeneu- 
tics,” “hermeneutics and personal structure of language,” “hermeneutics 
and poetizing,” and so on. 

Let us forget hermeneutics for the moment and turn to the more com- 
monplace concept of interpretation. There is no end to interpretation. In 
its quite ordinary and simple sense, to interpret means to bring out what 
is concealed in a given manifestation, that is, in a given phenomenon or 
state of affairs providing information. We can interpret not only verbal- 
ized expression, but anything that provides information: a sunset, a roll 
of thunder, a gesture, a person’s attitude shown in various ways, an ut- 
terance. We do not interpret what is unconcealed or evident in a mani- 
festation, only what is concealed. And something is always concealed. 
For no manifestation reveals everything, and interpretation, no matter 
how carefully formulated, can never be total in its verbal formulation. In 
context, verbalization can achieve truth, but the context is never totally 
verbalized (see Tyler, The Said and the Unsaid) so that it thus both reveals 
and conceals, as we shall see, and hence calls for further interpretation. 
Heidegger’s aletheia or “disclosure” is never complete in words alone, 
as is clear in the ongoing discussion of what Heidegger’s full meaning of 
aletheia was—one can always ask one more question to disclose more. 
Interpretation itself is a manifestation, and interpretation both reveals and 
conceals, and hence calls for further interpretation as occasion demands. 
The definition and discussion of interpretation just provided here itself 
calls for interpretation. 

Interpretation floods present-day consciousness, most notably in 
high-technology cultures but to a degree everywhere. The vast float of 
printed and electronically processed and delivered information that chokes 
our mailboxes, our radios and television sets, and our minds has pro- 
vided more than good reason to style world culture today an information 
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culture. In our electronic age, information thrusts itself upon us all day 
long via radio and television as well as telephone and print and other com- 
munication devices in such quantity that we cannot absorb any but a tiny 
fraction of what we are wallowing in. Speaking recently to a person with 
a position in one of our largest copying machine companies, I ventured to 
estimate that not one tenth of the photocopied pages in the United States 
was ever even glanced over by any human being. The copying machine 
company representative did not need to stop for any reflection at all but 
shot back immediately and with utter confidence, “That is far too high an 
estimate.” But we need the choking float of information, he maintained: 
“The question is whether you want to do something or nothing.” We all 
know that the more efficient systems often if not always operate with a 
huge amount of waste: of the millions or billions of acorns dropped from 
the oaks in Missouri, how many grow into trees? Very few do or ever did. 
But there are still a lot of oaks in Missouri. 

Much of what we think of at first blush as “information” contains a lot 
of interpretation or explanation. Not only the editorial pages of our news- 
papers but also the news columns deliver an interpretation of the news, 
not only by evaluating one item as newsworthy and publishable and an- 
other not so, but also by the tone or slant they give to the information they 
deliver. This slant is not necessarily despicable, for one or another slant is 
inevitable—there has never been an ahistorical reporter without an inevi- 
tably historical point of view, although the slant given can be despicable or 
outright dishonest and false. Newspapers are more interpretive today than 
they used to be. A strange memory here haunts me. When I was in college 
in the early 1930s, I recall distinctly an observation of one of the speak- 
ers at the annual Missouri College Newspaper Association meeting at the 
University of Missouri at Columbia (where the first course in the world in 
journalism had been given in 1879-84). This speaker stated that in the fu- 
ture news stories as such in United States newspapers would become more 
interpretive than they were at the time (the early 1930s). How the speaker 
was able to make this prophecy still puzzles me and fills me with awe. But 
you have only to compare newspapers from his day with those of our day 
now to see how right he was. The increase of information has made us not 
more interested in simple “facts” (more about “facts” later) but in under- 
standing the “facts”—which means interpretation. By the same token that 
it is an information age, our age is an interpretation age. 


Prologue 15 
Language as Hermeneutic 


Interpretation can apply to any sort of thing and it can be realized in all 
sorts of ways, verbal or nonverbal—raised eyebrows, a gesture, a refusal 
of a proffered gift, a knowing grin. One can interpret a nonverbal sit- 
uation or a verbal remark by a wordless mime. Yet words have special 
relevance to interpretation. Verbal interpretation always involves more 
than words, as thinking and words themselves always do, yet, like much 
human communication activity, interpretation reaches a certain special 
focus in verbal explanation, in words formulated either externally for oth- 
ers or internally for oneself. 

As infants, our first appropriation of language as language is an encounter 
with language as interpretation. The acquisition of a first word or clus- 
ters of words interprets, brings out what was previously concealed—but 
not concealed in words the infant has possession of, for being an infant 
means precisely being without words (infant is the anglicization of the 
Latin infans, from in-, not, and fans, fantis, present participle of fari, to 
speak). Infant thus means precisely a nonspeaker, someone not yet famil- 
iar with any words. The first word or words of an infant must thus be an 
interpretation of the nonverbal context, in William James’s well-known 
description, “the big, blooming, buzzing confusion” in which the infant is 
embedded. An infant’s acquisition of language comes about in a context 
of all kinds of other activities and awarenesses. First words are overbur- 
dened with context, out of which their meanings have to be carved. And 
context is never fully escaped from. Another way to note this is to say that 
total verbal explicitness is impossible. Words always exist in a context 
which at some point or points includes the nonverbalized. 

Interpretation not only is implemented by verbalization, verbal expla- 
nation, but also tends to be called for by verbal utterance more read- 
ily than by other matters. Paradoxically, verbal utterance often cries for 
interpretation more than do other phenomena because verbalization is 
fundamentally interaction between persons who can constantly look for 
verbal or other explanation or clarification from one another and because 
the interpretation provided from either side is never totally conclusive in 
every way. For practical purposes, persons can and do bring explanation 
to an end and arrive at a truth adequate for the current situation, but there 
always remains more that could be asked and responded to if one wanted 
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to go further. In this sense, verbalization is always a kind of unfinished 
business. The meeting of minds, the understanding, in a given situation 
involves not only words but also the nonverbal existential context, which 
could be subject to further verbalization. 

The reflections in the present work, however, focus basically on verbal 
interpretation and often, though not exclusively, on verbal interpretation 
of verbal utterance—which does, of course, always have a nonverbal con- 
text, with which we may at times be concerned. But, unless otherwise 
specified, these reflections focus primarily, then, on verbalized interpreta- 
tion of verbalized expression. 

The Greek-based term “hermeneutics” or “hermeneutic” commonly 
means much the same as “interpretation,” namely explanation, the bring- 
ing out of what is concealed in a given state of affairs. But it more com- 
monly refers more explicitly to verbalized interpretation of verbal texts 
rather than of oral utterance or other phenomena. And hermeneutics 
commonly refers to such verbalized interpretation which proceeds on 
more or less formalized methodological principles, as in interpreting the 
Bible. Hermeneutics is interpretation (in the sense of verbalized explana- 
tion) grown self-conscious. But, as Gadamer has so thoroughly shown 
in his Truth and Method (see also Neil Gilbert, Renaissance Concepts of 
Method), the concept of formalized methodology is not entirely clear-cut. 
The terms “interpretation” and “hermeneutics” can never be totally “sci- 
entific.” Moreover, other extensions of hermeneutics to nonverbal aes- 
thetic material, such as Gadamer discusses, are not to be denied. But they 
are not our chief focus here. As with interpretation, our chief concern 
here with hermeneutic or hermeneutics focuses on verbalized explana- 
tion of verbal expression, often, but not always, verbal expression in 
textual form. 

However, with allowance, where called for, of the tendency of “her- 
meneutic” or “hermeneutics” to refer to interpretation of texts, the terms 
will often be used here in the more general sense as synonymous with 
“interpretation,” in a way in which they are commonly used today and a 
way which context should make clear. 

All sorts of special hermeneutics, or more or less methodical interpre- 
tive procedures and theories, have been developed for different sorts of 
texts—literary, poetic, political, religious, philosophical, scientific, and so 
on. Elaborate, often deeply insightful procedures for textual hermeneutics 
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have been devised, notably by theologians such as Friedrich Schleier- 
macher, Rudolph Bultmann, and Jiirgen Moltmann, by philosophers such 
as Wilhelm Dilthey, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Edmund Husserl, Martin Hei- 
degger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur, and by hosts of liter- 
ary commentators, from the Formalists and the New Critics through the 
Deconstructionists. 

A literature is developing that shows how radically the recent growth 
of hermeneutics as a special verbal activity separate from other verbal ac- 
tivities depends on writing. Gadamer views formal study of hermeneutics 
as having been first rooted in the study of texts (Truth and Method, 353). 
The reason for this, to be discussed in detail later, is that writing provides 
a visually (and tactilely) fixed set of words to which one can address other 
words as though the textualized words were somehow things, coming out 
of the past and set off from the movement of living discourse. Such a sce- 
nario is quite impossible to imagine in primary oral cultures (cultures with 
no acquaintanceship with writing at all or of its possibility). 

The text as such seems to be constituted as separate from oral dis- 
course, is given a special status, by the introduction of a technology, writ- 
ing, which produces a seemingly separate and totally fixed, controllable 
“object,” visual and tactile. On this object, the activity of hermeneutics or 
interpretation seemingly can be carried on more effectively than on spo- 
ken words. However, in ancient Greece of Socrates’ day and later, literate 
but with a high degree of residual orality, hermeneia did not yet have this 
explicit textual focus but applied equally to spoken words. Paradoxically, 
of course, interpretation, too, can be and often is ultimately put down—in 
several senses of this expression—in a text. 

This work consists of reflections on interpretation or hermeneutics 
rather than of exhaustive analyses. It concerns matters treated in various 
other ways by persons in many active, and indeed often very fashionable, 
fields today, literary, linguistic, philosophical, and other. These reflections 
in many ways cross through works on intellectual and cultural history 
and the history of consciousness, through phenomenology, structural- 
ism, deconstructionism and anti-deconstructionism, speech-act theory, 
reader-response criticism, through a bit of existentialism, and through 
the vast hermeneutic tradition in philosophy (and sometimes theology) 
stemming from Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Husserl, Heidegger, and others 
into Gadamer’s masterful Truth and Method, as well as through Ricoeur’s 
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work and that of others which focuses many philosophical questions quite 
explicitly around questions of language. 

However, the present reflections do not derive primarily from any of 
these traditions. Rather, they have been generated more specifically out 
of concern, spanning the past thirty-five years and more, with the evolu- 
tion of verbal communication and the gradual but inexorable transforma- 
tion of verbal expression and of thought from the original spoken word 
through the technologies of writing, print, and electronics. Hermeneutics 
or interpretation will differ of course from culture to culture. These reflec- 
tions are centered on the cultures of the West. 

The reflections here presented are, I hope, in many ways closer to read- 
ily accessible common experience and common knowledge than are the 
lengthy formal philosophical traditions concerned with hermeneutics or 
interpretation and the many other formal and complex linguistic and liter- 
ary and philosophical traditions mentioned above with which the reflec- 
tions intersect and interweave and to which they are obviously indebted. 
Some of the reflections may be commonplace, but in settings, one can 
hope, which make them less so than they would otherwise be. Some con- 
nections with other lines of thought will of course be made explicit, but 
not all, if only because, as these reflections often bring out, although we 
should normally strive for all the explicitness a given situation calls for, 
total explicitness is impossible. 

The overall thesis of these reflections is that all use of language from the 
very beginning is interpretation or hermeneutic. A subsidiary, but still cen- 
tral thesis is that each successive application of a new technology—writing, 
print, electronics—to language moves language toward greater and 
greater digitization (reduction of everything to numerically distinct units), 
creating a greater and greater need for a complementary, integrative in- 
terpretation or hermeneutic which is counter-fractioning in its drive to 
relate everything to everything else, to put all together again, to resituate 
all in the unbroken web of history, to ambition not fractioning but uni- 
tive truth. Moreover, digitization, while it moves in the opposite direction 
from the holistic drive of hermeneutic, can, paradoxically, be used by her- 
meneutic to assist hermeneutic’s own work, and, conversely, hermeneutic 
can be applied to explain digitization, as digitization itself can never do 
but as this work undertakes to do within its own obvious limits. Advanced 
digitization and advanced hermeneutic are both marks of our age. 


Prologue 19 
Hermeneutics and Phenomenology of the Sensorium 


Something needs to be said about the sensory phenomenology at work 
in the statement earlier in this prologue that “to interpret means to bring 
out what is concealed in a given manifestation.” The terms “concealed” 
and “manifestation” as well as “bring out,” in the fashion common at 
least since Plato, takes the sense of vision as the analogue for intellectual 
knowledge. Intellectual knowledge, which we are doomed to think of as 
analogous to sensory knowledge, for Plato, is like seeing, not like hear- 
ing or smelling or tasting or touching. In fact, it is like all these sensory 
activities, although it is true, as many philosophers have been aware, that 
sight is the sensus maxime cognoscitivus, the sense that gives most “infor- 
mation” (and thus the sense most closely allied to computerized “knowl- 
edge” in our day). 

But it is not exhaustive to think of interpretation or hermeneutics sim- 
ply in visualist terms of concealment and information. It is possible to 
consider explanation or hermeneutics as making was is said or what is in 
a text “more resonant” (sense analogue for intellectual knowledge, hear- 
ing), or “more pungent” or “more odoriferous” (sense analogue, smell), or 
providing “fuller savor” (sense analogue, taste), or “more palpable” (sense 
analogue, touch—which would include hotter or colder, or rougher or 
smoother, or softer or harder, etc.). Touch is so minimally abstract that no 
one knows exactly how many individual senses it encompasses—Geldard 
has calculated 27 (see Ong, The Presence, 165, 170). 

Nevertheless, despite the relevance of these other sense analogues 
and the greater richness they can bring to our sense of interpretation or 
hermeneutics, the distancing and dissecting power of vision gives it pecu- 
liar power as an analogue of intellectual knowledge in interpretive and 
hermeneutic operations. For, whatever else they are, these operations are 
dominantly abstracting and fractioning, which means both advantaged 
and constrained. Hermeneutics or interpretation is of itself not without 
built-in deficiencies. 


ORALITY, WRITING, PRESENCE 


The historical origins of hermeneutics as a self-conscious discipline from 
the study of texts together with our typographical fixation on texts have 
occluded general awareness, even among scholars, that all use of lan- 
guage, not just textual use, is hermeneutic. This is the center point of this 
work. Hermeneutics, in the sense earlier described, the making clear to 
a given audience or milieu something in a manifestation that is not evi- 
dent to this audience or milieu, was being practiced tens or even hundreds 
of thousands of years before writing was even thought of as a possibil- 
ity. Speech, oral or textual, is always a hermeneutic event in the sense of 
an interpretive event. The ancient Greek cognates and sources of our ver- 
nacular term “hermeneutics” refer indiscriminately to explication of oral 
speech or texts—more often to the former. 

Words and thoughts were devised initially, we need to remind our- 
selves, to explain nonverbalized, nonconceptualized context. The nonver- 
bal universe is the context that antedates all verbalization by billions of 
years. Homo sapiens has been on earth some 150,000 years, to take the 
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most likely date according to our present knowledge. And, as Stephen 
A. Tyler has detailed (The Said and the Unsaid 461-65), it is the initial 
nonverbal context to which words undertake to give meaning that itself 
gives meaning to words—to the first words initially and to all later words 
reductively. Here we have one of the limitless examples of the hermeneu- 
tic circle: words are defined by the nonverbal when they are uttered to 
explain the nonverbal. The nonverbal to which the words relate is not 
presented to us but represented to us and defined by the use of the verbal. 
Words are not a substitute for the nonverbal (simply making the nonver- 
bal “present”), but an interaction with the nonverbal. In a recent study, 
Roger Seamon has convincingly shown how all scientific poetics, includ- 
ing structuralist and deconstructionist poetics, ultimately fail to be fully 
“scientific” because the “subversive secret” in all poetics, “scientific” and 
other, is the need for hermeneutics or interpretation in comprehending 
the poetics. This always means involving the poetics with something else 
which includes the nonverbal and with which the poetics is interacting. 

The matter of style is curiously relevant here and calls for brief men- 
tion. In one way or another, all verbal expression exhibits style. The more 
attention to verbal style as style is foregrounded, the more interpretation 
of verbalization can be called for, insofar as style is precisely the non- 
explicit in which the verbalization involves itself, the “way” in which 
verbalization is carried on. Interpretation of style speaks about style and 
thus moves the nonexplicit elements of style into the realm of the verbally 
explicit, toward which, as has been seen, interpretation or hermeneutic 
gravitates. Oral style of course commonly lends itself more openly to in- 
terpretation than does written style, for oral delivery involves nonverbal 
elements—gestures, eye movements, other bodily movements, volume of 
voice, and so on—quite patently or obtrusively, whereas written style, 
although it involves the nonverbal in the way it employs the verbal, does 
so much more unobtrusively or even guardedly or cryptically. 

Gadamer’s survey of the history of textual hermeneutics and specula- 
tion about the hermeneutics of the past two centuries makes clear how 
much of present-day discussion (textuality as such, readers’ roles, inter- 
textuality and intersubjectivity, etc.) lay embedded in earlier discussion, 
sometimes close to the surface. Schleiermacher and others treated by Ga- 
damer (167-73) work with the relationship between verbal expression 
and context, nontextual and textual, and with the relationship between 
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the context in which a text is written and the context in which it is read, 
where Schleiermacher sees “the act of understanding as the reconstruc- 
tive completion of the production” (Gadamer 169). Gadamer’s survey 
also makes clear that the interaction of verbal utterance and context has 
hitherto been considered mostly in discussion of texts. One purpose of 
the present treatment is to introduce into the study of hermeneutics more 
reference to the oral. Of all languages in human history, only a relatively 
tiny number have ever had any textual existence at all, as will be noted 
further below. 

Gadamer makes beautifully evident how Plato’s Socratic dialogues are 
themselves a form of hermeneutic and how in them the hermeneutic func- 
tion of oral exchange is quite clear, so that one can legitimately “describe 
the work of hermeneutics as a conversation with the text” (Truth and 
Method 331). That is to say, all hermeneutics resembles Socrates’s conver- 
sation or dialogue. One must interact with a text in a way resembling that 
in which Socrates and his interlocutors are represented as interacting orally. 

But oral-textual relations are even more introverted than Gadamer al- 
lows for. Gadamer’s work was too early to take cognizance of what we 
now know through the work of Eric Havelock (Preface to Plato) and oth- 
ers, namely, that the Socratic dialogues themselves, although presented (in 
writing) as oral, employ even in their oral format mental procedures which 
are themselves the heritage of writing in that, although they are presented 
as though oral, they in fact are organized in ways impossible to the mind 
not formed by the technology of writing. The purely oral mind does not 
objectify in the way Socrates and his interlocutors do. Plato wanted to 
exclude poets from his Republic precisely because, as representatives of a 
basically oral culture, they did not use the objectifying procedures which 
his dialogues used. At the center of earlier Greek verbalization was not 
logos but the basically oral aim of imitation. Hearers of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey were to identify with Achilles and Odysseus, not to analyze them 
or their values. Knower and the known were to be merged. Writing imple- 
mented the fuller separation of the knower from the known, even in the 
oral speech of those who had interiorized writing. Thus, although in real 
life (not just in Plato’s text) Socrates and his interlocutors may have dia- 
logued in the way Plato presents them as talking, such dialogue is not in 
fact fully oral (Ong, “Writing”). The present work intends to consider her- 
meneutic as extended back beyond the formal dialogic discourse of Plato, 
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which depends on a literate mind-set, into language generally, including 
that of primary oral cultures, cultures with no knowledge of writing at all. 

Starting hermeneutics from texts can well favor the so-called Adamic 
view of language, in which words are supposed to have started with a 
clear-cut “proper” meaning, more or less associated with textual repre- 
sentation of words, from which later meanings deviate. Linguists know 
that, generally speaking, the opposite is true: varying contexts often at 
first define words vaguely, and the words often acquire greater precision 
through use. At a crucial point in textual history, Samuel Johnson had to 
work against the quite common Adamic view in getting up his Diction- 
ary (Kernan 187, 190, 193). Even today, it is not uncommon for users of 
dictionaries to regard a dictionary as proceeding from Adamic principles: 
dictionaries are often popularly thought to be usable as showing how 
words start in good clear-cut shape with clear-cut meanings and then are 
“corrupted.” Textual presentation of words favors a feeling that the nor- 
mal or original or “real” senses of words are intrinsically neat and clear, 
as visually apprehended texts are—visually. 

It might be well here also to advert to one problem involving con- 
text that is particularly relevant today. Present-day literary criticism and 
philosophy are filled with discussion about words as making “present” 
what they refer to. This view of words, presumed to be the common 
view, deconstructionists and others decry, because words, we are told, 
cannot make anything “present.” But ordinary parlance, at least in En- 
glish and many other languages, has never commonly treated of words 
or of thoughts as “presenting” or making present what they treat, but 
as “representing” what they refer to. “Representing” is a complicated 
concept, although it may appear innocent and straightforward enough 
at first blush. By being put into words and thought, what we are attend- 
ing to somehow nonverbally is brought back again verbally and mentally 
(cf. Derrida’s différance) and thus inevitably in a somehow new way (once 
more, cf. Derrida’s différance). The re- in “represent” suggests some kind 
of sense of presence antecedent to verbalization. The word for chair and 
the thought for chair are neither of them the same sort of thing as the 
sensorily present phenomenon they represent. A post-Kantian awareness 
appears to be embedded in this quite ordinary and longstanding way of 
thinking and speaking in terms of representation, although the awareness 
has been muted until recently. 
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The impression that words “present” things, make things present— 
rather than representing things—is encouraged by addiction to working 
programmatically with textualized words. Text is “present” in a way spo- 
ken words cannot be: you can see and even feel the text. Text is durably 
present to the senses. Being “present” suggests a certain duration, and 
the visual (and tactile) element of text thus fits text well into our sense of 
“presence.” Oral words are never “present” in this durable way: they are 
sound events in time, existing only as they are going out of existence. You 
cannot “hold” a word in position as you can a moving picture frame: stop- 
ping sound yields not sound, only silence. Thinking of words as “signs” 
tends to assimilate them to the visual field, whereas, as basically oral, they 
are calls or utterances. 

The paradigmatic sense of presence is the presence of one conscious 
human being to another. If I am in a room with an object—say, a chair—it 
is meaningful to say that the chair is present to me. If the object is a pot- 
ted living plant, some would feel that the plant is present in a fuller sense 
than the inorganic object, the chair. If the other being in the room with me 
is a living subhuman animal, particularly one felt as close to the human 
lifeworld—for example, a dog—most would feel that the dog is present in 
a fuller sense than the chair or plant. If the other in the room is another 
human person, the full sense of presence can be realized. The other beings 
are “present” only by some kind of analogy with human presence. For 
presence is fully realized when it is reciprocal (Ong, The Presence, pas- 
sim). I can feel another human person’s presence because he or she feels 
mine. The chair or the plant is present to me, but I am not present to it. 
I can be present in a certain way to a living subhuman animal, but not as 
the animal is to me. There is no full reciprocity. Someone has noted the 
terrible emptiness that stares out from an animal’s eye. In deconstruction- 
ist and other literary theory and philosophy, the “presence” with which 
the use of textualized (or oral) words are associated or dissociated is not 
quite presence in its fullest human sense, but only an analogue of such 
presence derivative from presence in its fullest sense, the presence of per- 
son to person. We have taken a term which in its deepest being comes 
from Martin Buber’s “I-thou” world and transposed it without notice into 
Buber’s “I-it” world, where it functions well enough, but quite differently. 
Some effects can be psychedelic. 


HERMENEUTICS, TEXTUAL AND OTHER 


Language, Gadamer observes in Truth and Method (354), is essentially 
writable and gains by being written. This observation is incontestable, al- 
though, as earlier noted, Gadamer’s work was too early to take note of 
the now vast studies (e.g., Havelock, Goody, Ong) concerning what lan- 
guage and thought were like in primary oral cultures (cultures with no 
knowledge of writing or even of its possibility—which is to say almost 
all human cultures over the ages, from some tens of hundreds of thou- 
sands of years ago until only some 5,000 years ago, when the first writ- 
ing appears). Paul Ricoeur states that “writing is the full manifestation of 
discourse” (Interpretation 25-26). In its inattention to letterpress print 
(related to writing but differing from it technologically) and print’s vast 
new social effects, and in its inattention to computer-generated work as 
a possibly fuller manifestation of discourse, Ricoeur’s statement might be 
contested as being another example of the textual bias that had character- 
ized most thinking about language until recent times and that only now 
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is being adverted to and seen for what it is. Writing does entail certain 
losses for discourse. We know, for example from Lord’s and Havelock’s 
work, that writing culture can no longer produce an Iliad or a Beowulf or 
a Mwindo Epic (Ong, Orality 78-116), but in a qualified sense Ricoeur’s 
statement is certainly true. 

As a time-obviating and space-obviating mechanism, writing effects 
massive gains which are impossible without writing and which are re- 
tained and strengthened as well as transformed almost beyond measure in 
print and in computer-generated text. Moreover, writing is connected with 
and often brings about fundamental reorganization of society in countless 
ways, however gradually, varying from culture to culture, as Jack Goody 
has shown with worldwide detail in The Logic of Writing and the Organi- 
zation of Society and as the studies collected by Harvey J. Graff instance. 
Writing even produces societies with far greater output of spoken words 
than do societies without writing. Print and now electronics produce what 
I have styled the secondary orality of radio and television, which produce 
far more decibels of sounded words than could be achieved in a primary 
oral culture and which are secondary in that their orality depends not 
just on the human organism, as oral speech does, but also on writing and 
print, without which the mechanism they constitute could neither be de- 
vised nor effectively used. 

However, if it is true that language gains by being written, it is also true 
that language did not begin by being written. By far most languages in the 
world have never been written and never will be. Of the tens of thousands 
of languages which have doubtless existed since Homo sapiens first ap- 
peared on earth, it has been estimated that only 106 have a literature, and 
of the some 3,000 to 4,000 languages still more or less in existence today 
(many are dying very fast) only some 78 have a literature (Edmonson 
323, 332). The total variety of human language activity has thus, almost 
all of it, never been affected in the least by writing, which we recall first 
appeared in the basically pictorial cuneiform script of Mesopotamia only 
around 3500 B.C.E. (Ong, Orality 85). 


Il 


The Semitic alphabet, first of all alphabets and source, directly or in- 
directly, of all other alphabets across the world (but not of all writing 
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systems) appeared only around 1500 B.C.E. The Semitic alphabet was 
basically consonantal. Semitic languages, such as Hebrew, to this day do 
not normally write vowels, except for schoolchildren in the early grades, 
for whom the consonantal texts are supplied with special vowel “points” 
that are not part of the alphabet but special aids for the not-yet-competent 
learner. In ordinary Hebrew texts the unwritten vowels are supplied by the 
reader, who must be reasonably familiar with the vocabulary and gram- 
mar of the language to manage the requisite guesswork for supplying the 
unwritten vowels. Vowelless alphabets are feasible in Semitic languages 
because in Semitic languages consonants are more important than vow- 
els in determining the lexical content of words, vowels largely determining 
grammar and construction (Coulmas 144)—as, for example, the differ- 
ent vowels in the English words man and men distinguish singular and 
plural, and in run and ran, present and past tenses. But vowels do not do 
these things regularly in Indo-European languages, so that Indo-European 
languages are virtually unmanageable in an alphabet of consonants only. 
Faced with this fact, the ancient Greeks devised the first alphabet with let- 
ters for vowels as well as consonants, often called the vowelized or vocal- 
ized alphabet, or simply the alphabet (Ong, Orality 85-89). We might say 
that the Greeks lucked out. 

Since the vowelized alphabet in various forms (alphabetic letters can 
be variously shaped and/or variously arranged to make words) is so com- 
monly used and becoming more and more common across the world, it 
is well to note here why the vowelized alphabet (an alphabet of conso- 
nants and vowels) is paramount in writing systems and, it would appear, 
unimprovable in its general principle. (This is not to say that it has every 
advantage any script can have—Chinese character writing, for example, 
has special advantages as well as great disadvantages of its own—in a 
computer age particularly urgent disadvantages.) 

No other kind of script is so democratic (easy for anyone to learn), as 
sparse, and as abstract as is the vowelized or vocalized alphabet—hereafter 
often referred to simply as the alphabet when the context is clear. Al- 
though it can be incidentally improved by such measures as the addition 
of letters or diacritical marks fitting it better to the phonemic system of 
one or another language, the alphabet appears essentially unimprovable 
as a match for oral utterance because of the fact that its visual patterning 
system in principle is based quite exactly on the sound patterning system 
used not in one or another spoken language but in every spoken language. 
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More than other scripts, the alphabet provides the visual equivalent of 
oral speech. (This does not mean that those who first devised the alphabet 
were able to explain the nature of the match they had achieved or, in the 
absence of a science of phonetics, could have been aware of it.) 

This match of the visual alphabet with the oral patterning system of all 
human speech is achieved by using the meaningless to construct meaning. 
All spoken language exhibits what has been called duality of patterning 
(see Pyles and Algeo, Origins 4): (1) meaningful sound units, or, better, 
morphemes (words and word parts), such as the separately meaningful 
sound units Mary, like-, -d (signals past tense), peach-, and -es (signals 
past tense), in the sentence “Mary liked peaches”) and (2) sound units 
in themselves essentially devoid of meaning which are used to make up 
the meaningful units (the sounds or, better, phonemes) represented by the 
symbols M, a, r, and y in Mary are in themselves meaningless—in a given 
context, of course, the symbol a may represent a complete word, but this 
is because of the context not because of simply the letter as such. All the 
characters in the alphabet are of this sort, in themselves meaningless—in 
principle although not of course historically, for it appears that the letters 
of the alphabet derive, in ways we have not completely puzzled out, from 
meaningful signs, generally pictures. In sum, one can say that to invent 
the alphabet one had ultimately to isolate the meaningless units in the 
sounded, spoken language and encode them only. Since Saussure, spoken 
language itself has been recognized as a system of structured relations of 
otherwise meaningful sound elements. But the alphabet is a similar phe- 
nomenon in the visual world: it provides meaning by the way it structures 
into visual (and/or tactile) units, each in itself otherwise meaningless. It 
could hardly be a coincidence that the discovery of the primacy of struc- 
ture in speech grew up in an alphabet-using milieu. 

The consonantal alphabet, such as the Semitic alphabet, also uses 
meaningless units to construct meaning, but it does not do so to the full as 
the vowelized alphabet does. To read a text written in a consonantal Se- 
mitic alphabet, one has to understand the language and know the general 
context of a given word in order to determine from the general context of 
meaning what the missing vowels are. The missing vowels are thus not en- 
tirely free of meaning in the sense that they are generated out of the mean- 
ing that the consonants suggest. The reader must have laid hold of some 
meaning in order to supply to the word the proper vowels the consonants 
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suggest. In context, the Hebrew letters dbr can be gathered to stand for 
“word” and thus, because one knows how “word” is pronounced, the 
vowel sound a can be generated in the two proper places between the con- 
sonants to produce the pronunciation dabar. Thus the writing symbols of 
the consonantal alphabet are, in an indirect, operational way, not quite so 
free of meaning as the symbols of an alphabet which includes also vowels, 
and thus uses them in themselves as distinguishable visual units. 


Til 


Faur has discussed the well-known propensity of the Hebrew tradition 
(see also Boman 68-69 passim) to link writing and vocal speech where 
the ancient Greeks tended to separate the two, as Plato does quite vigor- 
ously. This propensity is doubtless connected in various ways with the dif- 
ferences between the consonantal and the vowelized alphabets. But the 
propensity of the Hebrew culture to link writing and oral speech and the 
propensity of the Greek to separate the two are also related to the varying 
etymologies of the Hebrew word for “word,” dabar (original root mean- 
ing “drive forward”), and of the Greek word for “word” Jogos (a cognate 
of the verb /egein—original root meaning “gather, collect, arrange”—see 
Boman, 68-69 passim). The Hebrew dabar means “word,” but it also 
means deed (an action, the use of muscular power, just as a spoken word 
is an action involving power). The Greek logos does not mean “deed” but 
suggests, rather, arrangement (orderly, more or less static, spatial, visual- 
izable arrangement). 

More will be said later on the contrast between the Hebrew and the 
Greek concepts of “word.” But here we should note that the tendency of 
the Greeks to dissociate writing and speech is evident in the Phaedrus and 
elsewhere, where Plato’s Socrates explicitly separates writing from speech 
and rates oral dialogue well above writing, above even written dialogue 
(Havelock, Preface; Ong, Orality). It is significant that the Greek gods 
were illiterate, although quite vocal. Divinity for the Greeks entailed the 
power of speech, but it did not involve knowledge of writing, a quite 
separate matter. Literacy was not particularly godlike. But “the God of 
the Hebrews is eminently literate” and the Torah “was written before the 
creation of the world” (Faur 33). It appears that a literate God implies a 
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ranking of writing (suggesting a deed or act of power) at least on a level 
with oral speech, whereas for Plato writing is far beneath the oral. 

Writing systems that, unlike the alphabet, are pictographic or phono- 
graphic build permanently on symbols which are in themselves meaning- 
ful, although original meanings of symbols may eventually be varied, 
adjusted adroitly to new meanings. Thus in Chinese character writing the 
written character for “good” [pronounced approximately hau] is formed 
by joining the character for “woman” [pronounced approximately as the 
French nu] and the character for “child” [pronounced approximately 
dzuh|. The visual etymology of the written words here is clearly not the 
same as the oral-aural etymology of the spoken words. Chinese speakers 
unable to write in standard Chinese characters do not have the explicit 
association woman-child-good that writers of Chinese all have. 

The combinations adduced here are very simple ones: other ways of 
combining and adjusting meaningful Chinese written characters to pro- 
duce other meaningful written characters can and do become fantastically 
complex (DeFrancis). There are meaningless elements, of course, in the 
Chinese characters, namely, the relatively small number of standardized 
individual strokes of brush or pen used in constructing the characters, but 
these are not set up to correspond, each one, to individual meaningless 
units of which sounded words are composed. They are simply standard- 
ized ways of using the writing instrument (brush, etc.). Thus they do not 
function as an alphabet. 

Written words made out of meaningful components, as in Chinese, can 
be and often are tremendously rich in associative signification. Chinese 
character writing is far more charged with meaning and far richer than 
spoken Chinese, and knowing the characters means knowing in greater 
depth a whole culture, but a writing system thus grounded in meaningful 
units is also very difficult to learn compared to the alphabet. The K’anghsi 
dictionary of Chinese in AD 1716 lists 40,545 different individual char- 
acters (Ong, Orality 87)—compare the twenty-six different characters of 
our English alphabet, which are all the parts that have to be integrated in 
our English alphabet! So long as the units in a script retain in themselves 
vestiges of meaning, the writing system simply cannot match the abstract 
economy of the vowelized (vocalized) alphabet. One needs to know indi- 
vidually around 2,000 of the 40,545 different characters in order to be 
functionally literate in Chinese. As Chinese friends have mentioned to me, 


Hermeneutics, Textual and Other 31 


not reading Chinese for a good many years makes reading it difficult: you 
forget the meaning of many individual characters. 

We can recall that the twenty-six marks which we call the letters of the 
alphabet are in themselves completely neutral so far as meaning goes: their 
use in principle depends not directly on what they mean but only on what 
is constructed out of them, on how they are combined. By contrast with 
Chinese, one can appreciate more, it would seem, what was here noted 
earlier, namely, that Ferdinand de Saussure’s seminal view of language, as 
consisting of structure rather than of meaning, is a specialized view, true 
indeed, but more immediately accessible to users of the alphabet than to 
those using other writing systems. 

Since hermeneutics deals with meaning, various ways of mixing mean- 
ing and meaninglessness in various writing systems will encourage various 
kinds of hermeneutics when one is working with texts or, among liter- 
ates, when one is working with texts and with oral expression as well. 
These present reflections treat textual hermeneutics basically in a Western, 
alphabetic setting, and generally, though not always, in a vowelized or 
vocalized alphabetic setting. 


IV 


The formal study of hermeneutics or exegesis or interpretation, as such 
study is known as a more or less formalized subject in Western learned 
circles today, began by centering on texts. With reference to the herme- 
neutical tradition as it had developed from Western antiquity, Gadamer 
summarily states, as has already been seen, “The classical discipline con- 
cerned with the art of understanding texts is hermeneutics” (146). He goes 
on immediately to explain how the concept of hermeneutics must be en- 
larged to include aesthetics, “the whole sphere of art and its complex of 


3 


questions,” and later notes that hermeneutics extends also to oral utter- 
ance. But aesthetics and oral utterance are presented in Gadamer’s per- 
spectives as “extensions” of the narrower original focus of what has long 
been styled hermeneutics, the Western textual focus, which Gadamer gen- 
erally retains as a centering point. He insists “that the task of herme- 
neutics was originally and chiefly the understanding of texts” (353). This 


observation appears to have applied historically from the start not only in 
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the Greek-based and Latin-based classical tradition but also in the rabbin- 
ical tradition, even in the light of the interplay of text and orality in this 
tradition described by Susan Handelman in The Slayer of Moses. 

Gadamer has noted how the study of hermeneutics that began thus 
by focusing on texts and then extended itself to provide interpretations 
of nontextual art—and oral utterance—has extended its range more and 
more to embrace all the human sciences (146-47). It has moved on more 
recently, we might note, to include explicitly such matters as the scientific 
study of gesture and other “kinesics,” a term dating from around 1952 
and referring to the use of nonlinguistic bodily movements, such as shrugs, 
eye movements, manual gestures, and so on to communicate meaning. 

Eventually, hermeneutics or interpretation has been extended even 
more widely, coming to include any human action that conveys “mean- 
ing” (Tyler, The Said 12-14). Interpretation or hermeneutics has here a 
much wider sense than when these terms refer directly to intentionally 
programmed words. As already noted, we can even speak of interpreting 
nonhuman phenomena, as a sunset. For, in its widest sense, as has been 
suggested earlier, hermeneutics or interpretation eventually means making 
evident to a given audience or milieu something in any manifestation that 
is not evident to this audience or milieu. “Evident” is here, of course, a 
relational term: it means evident enough for present purposes, in a given, 
concrete, existential setting. One can go on to explain further and further 
without end, though eventually not without inducing boredom. 


V 


Here, as elsewhere, rather than the term “relative,” I use the term 
“relational”—related to other, often unspecified items, items which are 
simply assumed or are often lodged in the senses or in the subconscious or 
unconscious—rather than the term “relative.” “Relative” and its cognate 
“relativism” suggest a certain exclusiveness: the entirety of knowledge is 
relative only to the knower, so that knowledge in two or more persons can 
in no sense be the same. “Relational” as I have just defined it, and its cog- 
nate “relationalism” suggest not exclusion but inclusion: everything is re- 
lated to everything else, and not simply but complexly. This view makes 
for great, but involved, specificity, including both articulate and inarticu- 
late elements. 
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“Relationism” enters into all in-depth explanation (interpretation, 
hermeneutics). As Basil Willey has observed, “One cannot . . . define ‘ex- 
planation’ absolutely: one can only say that it is a statement which sat- 
isfies the demands of a particular time or place” (13). Put another way, 
this is to say that all explanation—even the most abstractly scientific—is 
in its deepest roots a rhetorical operation. It is rhetorical in the sense 
that, immediately or remotely, expressly or by implication, all explana- 
tion is situated in a real, existential dialogic setting, a setting not fully 
reducible to abstract logical articulation. By dialogic here, I refer to a 
live verbal exchange between two (or more) persons at a given time and 
place and in a given setting, where the speaker knows, at least for prac- 
tical but not totally articulable purposes, what his or her hearers can be 
counted on to be aware of and what they cannot. In the case of texts, 
the given existentialist setting of the writer and that of the reader are dif- 
ferent, but they are both existentialist settings. As there are no time-free 
words, so there are no time-free explanations. There never has been and 
never will be any abstract, ahistorical audience to whom an explanation 
can be tailored. 

Again, this is not to say that false explanations are indistinguishable 
from true explanations or false conclusions or statements from true con- 
clusions or statements. It is simply to say that you cannot judge what 
is true or false outside a real historical context, never fully verbalized, 
with which you are in contact, reflectively or unreflectively, immediately 
or, perhaps by dint of exhaustive research, mediately. It also means that 
nothing can ever be totally explained—trelated to the potentially infinite 
everything else. This state of affairs is covered by the earliest observation 
that total verbal explicitness is impossible. 

Dealing with words alone cannot reveal their truth or falsity. Rhetoric, 
in the sense of expression addressed in a real historical context from one 
person to another or others in a context always more than verbal, with an 
intent to affect the addressee(s) here and now, is more inclusive than any 
logic. Rhetoric is the most inclusive of what medieval Latin-speaking aca- 
demics called the artes sermocinales, the verbal arts, which they summed 
up under grammar, rhetoric, and logic. Or, we may say, pragmatics is the 
context of semantics (see Tyler, The Said 461-65)—what words mean de- 
pends on how you are using them. 
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Paradoxically, all philosophic and/or scientific explanation necessarily 
in a certain sense moves away from the level at which understanding takes 
place. Human verbalization moves into, reinforces, actuality, but also 
moves in certain ways away from actuality. This does not mean that ver- 
bal explanation is unnecessary or undesirable. It means that verbal expla- 
nation is also incidental to something more. Understanding, knowledge, 
truth are realized in the total, existential human lifeworld. In the Seventh 
Letter Plato says that truth, such as the philosopher desires, is “not some- 
thing that can be put into words like other branches of learning: only after 
long partnership in a common life devoted to this very thing does truth 
flash upon the soul like a flame kindled by a leaping spark, and once it is 
born there it nourishes itself thereafter” (341). Plato put this in his own 
way, but many persons in academia and many others today generally have 
enough existential continuity with Plato’s own world to be able to under- 
stand him here without any particular further explanation. Although far 
from perfectly, thanks to massive scholarship, they can reconstruct the 
fuller historical context, which is a social, interpersonal context not lim- 
ited to words, in which Plato was writing. 


VII 


In Western classical antiquity rhetoric was at first thought of as basi- 
cally applying to oral speech, although it later took over written expres- 
sion as well (without anyone’s noticing, for the most part, this extension 
of its meaning—Ong, Interfaces 53-54). However, since the ascendancy 
of writing, even when interpreting the nontextual, there can still remain 
the tendency to take interpretation of texts, not of oral discourse, as the 
model for other interpretive activity. This has been especially true since 
the ascendancy of print and is being reinforced by the growth of electronic 
textual communication. 

In “The Model of the Text: Meaningful Action Considered as a Text,” 
Paul Ricoeur proposes that the human sciences (sciences humaines, such 
as history, sociology) develop by interpreting human action itself by anal- 
ogy with textual interpretation (529). One might expect that what we 
interpret might better be regarded by analogy with oral speech—anything 
that is interpreted “speaks” to us and we try to understand by interpreting 
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what is “said.” Interestingly, Ricoeur’s referral of interpretation to textual 
expression rather than to live oral expression means that today’s typical 
model for interpretation is to be found not simply in live oral human 
expression as such, but in human expression involving a technological 
component, writing. Unlike oral speech, writing is a technological artifact 
(Ong, “Writing Is a Technology”; see also Ong, Orality). Ricoeur does not 
advert to this state of affairs. Why this adamant association of interpreta- 
tion of all human action not simply with discourse but with technologi- 
cally aided discourse? This question will be returned to later. 
Jacques Derrida of course goes much further than Ricoeur: 


Text, as I use the word, is not the book. No more than writing or trace, it 
is not limited to the paper which you cover with your graphics. It is pre- 
cisely for strategic reasons that I found it necessary to recast the concept of 
the text by generalizing it almost without limit, in any case without present 
or perceptible limit, without any limit that is. That’s why South Africa and 
apartheid are, like you and me, part of this general text, which is not to say 
that it can be read the way one reads a book. That’s why the text is always 
a field of forces: heterogeneous, differentiated, open, and so on. (“Critical 
Response” 167-68) 


The most sweeping gesture in this statement is the inclusion of “you 
and me” in the concept of text, a technological construct. Am I a tech- 
nological construct? What about the persons before c. 3500 BCE, when 
there were no texts at all? Are you? Ricoeur (Interpretation Theory 26) 
objects rightly to Derrida’s draconian separation of writing from speech 
and exaltation of writing and does so on the grounds that all discourse, 
written as well as spoken, is in the last analysis dialogically generated and 
constructed. 

In Oral Poetry: An Introduction (141-52), Paul Zumthor moves even 
farther into sound. For Zumthor, language has not fully realized itself 
until it has expressed itself in song (voice, noninstrumental, hence non- 
technological), thereby moving more deeply into sound rather than sim- 
ply into the technological empowering conferred by textuality—which, 
through tools, invests language in the visual and tactile. 


AFFILIATIONS OF HERMENEUTICS 
WITH TEXT 


Words, both oral and textual, as has been seen, can call for interpreta- 
tion with a certain special urgency. For words themselves are always ef- 
forts at explanation, yet insofar as words, spoken or written or printed or 
processed electronically, never provide total explanation, they invite fur- 
ther interpretation, the completion of the business they have left unfin- 
ished. Utterance of any sort is always in some sense un-finished business. 
One can conclude verbal exchange quite satisfactorily and arrive at truth 
when what is at stake in a given situation is cleared up. But one could also 
always ask one more question. This is sometimes why disputes are fac- 
ilely dismissed as “merely verbal,” for “merely verbal” differences can be 
the most profound of all differences and it is comforting to sweep them 
under the rug. 

A basic reason why text can call urgently for interpretation or herme- 
neutics is that text comes always out of the past. Spoken words come into 
being always in the real, existent, holistic present. Writing does not. Taken 
up by different readers at different times, always after its creation, the text 
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constantly emerges in always new contexts, to which much of the original 
world out of which it emerged may well be quite strange. Thus Gadamer 
notes the need for the reader’s “conversation with the text” and for an 
“effective-historical consciousness” (Truth and Method 310, 325, 331). 

Further, as suggested earlier in the Prologue to the present work, this 
is because a text, produced by a technology (writing, print, electronics), 
is a kind of thing, a given visual object, lying there passively, able to be 
operated on as spoken words are not, for they are moving events in time. 

The thing-like quality of a text is enhanced by the often subtle ways in 
which text involves the tactile. Touch figures in the act of writing or print- 
ing a text, and the computer calls for “hands on” training. The concept of 
“digitization,” which will be discussed in detail later, suggests “fingering” 
(digitus is the Latin term for finger). Even reading texts involves the tac- 
tile, if often inadvertently, as in side-to-side and up-and-down eye move- 
ments, in muscular adjustment of the eyes for parallax, and other ways 
(apart from reading braille, where the involvement of touch is of course 
more direct and crucial). Texts have a kind of “feel” of a sort that spoken 
words do not have: the full meaning of “text” can at times depend on the 
“texture” of the paper or other material on which it appears. And the kind 
of organization that results from textuality—word spacing, paragraphing, 
punctuation, the use of capitals, italics, boldface, and the like—has a tac- 
tile component. All this reinforces the thing-like quality of texts as texts. 
Since they are, for all their thing-like quality, involved in verbal communi- 
cation, we can feel a need to make this involvement more evident by using 
additional words to interpret texts. 

Spoken words are in great part further given meaning, further ex- 
plained, interpreted as they are being uttered, not merely verbally but 
often in other ways such as subtle personal interaction with the other 
party or parties to the discourse as well as by nonverbal elements in the 
fuller context or situation in which they are spoken—who is speaking to 
whom, on what occasion, with what sort of force, in what sort of social 
structure, with what unarticulated presuppositions involved in the situa- 
tion or its background, with what facial expressions, gestures, and so on. 
Such nonverbal elements are missing in a text and need somehow to be 
made up for. Interpretation or hermeneutics makes up for such missing 
elements, the absences with which all text presents us, as deconstruction- 
ists have liked to insist. 
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Texts themselves of course are not context-free in the sense that they 
exist in various sets of conventions established for reading and that they 
all connect with our experiences of reading other texts. But the context is 
normally more remote than the immediate context of oral utterance. Our 
sense of intertextuality has made us aware that all texts, even when they 
are not explicitly citing other texts, are interwoven with other texts often 
in the most complex and elusive ways. Thus we find Michel Leiris’s “re- 
flections on the associations of the name ‘Persephone’ alongside Derrida’s 
discussion of the limits of philosophy or, perhaps at the greatest extreme, 
Derrida’s Glas which presents in parallel the text of Hegel’s analysis of the 
concept of the family and a text of Jean Genet, interfacing and correlat- 
ing the seemingly incommensurate two” (see Culler, On Deconstruction 
136). In a given text, intertextualist critics look for the most unexpected 
traced of other texts, each text being a “set of relations with other texts” 
(Leitch 59) cued in by various methods, conscious or subconscious or un- 
conscious, such as allusion, metaphor, synecdoche, and so on. There is no 
end to this game. One can produce always one more study, or a hundred 
more studies carrying the interrelationships of texts into new innings, if 
not always into new thoughts. 

The Western focus of hermeneutics on text has been determined also 
until very recent generations by the special relationship of Latin to learn- 
ing, a relationship all too little adverted to in intellectual and cultural his- 
tory. After Latin ceased to be a vernacular around AD 700 (the exact time 
varied from place to place), it became a sex-linked, male, chirographically 
controlled language (Ong, Fighting). Spoken as well as written by hun- 
dreds of thousands of males, though only by the small percentage of the 
male population who were schooled (and by some females, too, though 
so few as to be negligible by comparison with the number of males), Latin 
became a language completely controlled by the text, normally learned 
not in the family (there was no Latin baby-talk) but outside the family 
from male teachers in schools. It was the first language of none of its users, 
spoken only by those who could also write it, with no direct feed-in from 
purely oral developments, such as is normal with languages. After around 
AD 700, new words were made up from textual sources, not from the 
way people spoke. Since such Learned Latin was the language of academia 
and of formal intellectual life in the West (including the early American 
colonies) for a thousand years or more, and since it was, as a foreign 
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tongue, the language most subject to hermeneutic activity, its widespread 
academic and other use bound hermeneutics to textuality in a special way. 

In another way, hermeneutics is curiously, and indeed paradoxically, in- 
volved with texts. Hermeneutics is commonly thought of as a methodized, 
more or less “scientific” explanation of verbalization. But for such linear, 
scientific organization of thought, including orally verbalized scientific 
thought, the mind has to have its processes structured by writing (Have- 
lock, Preface). Hermeneutics, in this sense of scientific or quasi-scientific 
explanation by literate persons, approaches texts on a textual basis, even 
if done orally. 

Of course, their being in a full, more-than-verbal present context does 
not of itself exempt spoken, oral words themselves from the need for in- 
terpretation. The nonverbal context itself—the physical, psychological, 
and cultural setting of spoken words—normally itself is not fully clear and 
calls for explanation in further words if we are to understand the words 
spoken in this context. The fact that a fixed, existent, physical, and/or psy- 
chological context provides a setting for spoken words does not contra- 
vene the principle that total verbal explicitness is impossible. We can never 
disengage utterance fully from the never fully explained nonutterance in 
which it is set. As Paolo Valesio’s book title engagingly indicates, in deal- 
ing with words we must “listen to the silence” (Ascoltare il silenzio). 

In the light of what has been said thus far, it should be evident that, 
with regard to their total context, of course all speech acts, oral or textual, 
not only call for interpretation but, even before they are interpreted, are 
in themselves inevitably interpretive or hermeneutic, bringing out some- 
thing that is concealed. This is true even of deliberate obfuscation or an 
outright lie, for these, too, in some way make evident something that was 
not evident before, although they do not clear things up in the way other 
more straightforward speech acts do. They themselves may conceal, and 
deliberately, far more than they reveal. But examination and interpreta- 
tion of their deliberate obfuscation can be even more revealing in the long 
run than is the case with more straightforward verbalization. 


THE INTERPERSONALISM OF 
HERMENEUTICS, ORAL AND OTHER 


In interpreting verbal utterance, as already noted, we can be called on to 
interpret oral speech or to interpret text. The two activities are different, 
but not entirely different. One paradigmatic form of interpretation in oral 
performance is that of reciprocal discourse or conversation between two 
(or more) persons in which an utterance of one interlocutor gives rise to 
another utterance by the other interlocutor, that to another by the first, 
and so on. This person-to-person dialogue Mikhail M. Bakhtin rightly 
maintains lies at the ultimate base of all utterance, written as well as oral, 
scientific as well as casually conversational or formally literary (Dialogic 
Imagination, see editor’s Introduction xx). In such dialogue the speakers 
are always necessarily engaged in hermeneutics, in interpreting one an- 
other. Not only for the hearer, but also for the speaker meaning is being 
negotiated in the discursive process. The speaker by addressing this per- 
son here and now in these given circumstances learns more fully what he 
or she, as speaker, is trying to say, what he or she means. 
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In fact, in oral utterance the negotiation begins even before the oral ut- 
terance itself. The first speaker needs to anticipate some conjectural feed- 
back from an interlocutor before he or she can devise something to say 
or even to think. Only if we are to some degree in the mind of another 
can we formulate our own thought, for what I say (and articulately think) 
depends on my conjectures, before I begin to speak, about your state of 
mind and about the possible range of your responses. Without conjectural 
feedback from at least an imagined interlocutor, there is nothing for me to 
say (or think, even to myself). Speaking of a given matter to a child, I will 
say something quite different from what I say in speaking about the same 
matter to an adult. The audience whose state of mind I feel as enabling 
me to shape my own words and thoughts may be vague and only subcon- 
sciously attended to, but it will be there. When I am writing a text or even 
when I am mulling over something silently to myself, I imagine myself or 
someone else, more or less distinctly, as an interlocutor. 

Your actual response to what I say may or may not fit my earlier con- 
jecture about your state of mind on the subject. In either event, your 
response enables me to clarify my own thought. Your actual response 
makes it possible for me to find out for myself and to make clear in my 
counter-response what my fuller meaning was or is or can be. Your re- 
sponse, whether it is a question or some other type of utterance, forces 
me to apply hermeneutics or interpretation to my own thinking. Even if 
you say simply, “Yes,” I have to interpret this “yes” in terms of the whole 
situation, calculating whether the “yes” refers to what I was trying to say 
or whether it came so easily that I know I was not clear. (Normally we 
do this type of interpretation automatically and swiftly, not reflectively, 
and are thus mostly unaware of it.) But I need an interlocutor, real or 
imagined, in order to carry on thought: my own thought constantly calls 
for interpretation, even to myself, or especially to myself, as well as to my 
hearer, whom I have to conjure up in my own consciousness or subcon- 
scious when I am alone. 

Thus reciprocal oral discourse commonly interprets itself bilaterally (or 
multilaterally if more than two are engaged in it) as it proceeds. It negoti- 
ates meaning out of meaning. Dialogue is thus itself a form of hermeneutic, 
indeed the ultimate model of hermeneutic. Dialogue (or also multilateral 
conversation) is hermeneutic in hermeneutic’s natural habitat. The person 
I am speaking to often makes clearer to me what I myself mean, by ques- 
tioning me, or just by looking puzzled, calling attention to what was not 
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clear (often I was half aware of exactly this unclarity in speaking, but I left 
my utterance unclear, perhaps advertently, perhaps inadvertently). Oral 
conversation advertises the intersubjectivity of all human thought and its 
tie-in with the intersubjectivity of expression. 

The etymologies of the terms “hermeneutic” and “interpretation” ad- 
vertise their grounding in the world of interpersonal exchange or intersub- 
jectivity. Let us look at “interpretation” first. The third syllable (-pres) of 
interpres, the Latin word lying back of the term “interpretation” and its 
cognates, comes from an Indo-European root, per-, meaning to traffic in, 
to sell, and, more remotely, to hand over, to distribute. This root of the 
pre- in “interpretation” belongs, with many other verbal roots, to a more 
generalized Indo-European root group, also per-, which forms the base 
of many prepositions and many preverbs with the fundamental meaning 
of “forward,” “through,” a meaning which becomes widely extended to 
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senses such as “in front of,” “before,” “early,” “around,” etc. To this 
root, per, which in its “through” meaning bespeaks betweenness, the 
Latin form adds the preposition inter which itself also means “between” 
(Indo-European root en, in) and thus compounds the notion of exchange 
underlying intersubjectivity: between-between. The Latin term interpres 
thus refers initially to an agent who enters between two parties concern- 
ing something already at stake between the two parties, a between-the- 
between. From this tangle, interpres comes to mean interpreter pretty 
much in the English sense of the word, that is, an explainer. It will be 
noted how far all this is from any sense of language and/or thought as 
logocentric, that is, as a set of signs simply cued one-to-one to each other 
and purportedly to external reality outside consciousness. Rather, the 
whole situation is radically interpersonal, an intensely human operation. 

To sum up, in the world of interpretation or hermeneutics we are in a 
climate of interpersonal negotiation, in which meaning is sustained by the 
often complex interaction of two (or more) persons in discourse with one 
another. The issue, the meaning, lies somehow “between” the two discus- 
sants, and the interpreter inserts himself or herself into this betweenness 
to deal with it so as to bring out what may need being brought out, for 
utterance always both reveals and conceals, as Heidegger has made us 
insistently aware and has often been noted earlier here. 

Moreover, an interpreter can be not only in between persons inter- 
acting with one another in conversation, but also between persons and 
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phenomena not yet verbalized by them, as when an interpreter interprets 
something previously outside the verbal continuum itself, such as a band 
of red clouds at sunset or a gesture or an animal’s cry. In such cases, the 
interpreter herself or himself introduces the subject into the interpersonal 
world. 

The Greek term hermeneus, interpreter, which, with its cognates, pro- 
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vides the Greek-based English “hermeneutics,” more or less the equiva- 
lent of the Latin-based English term “interpretation,” is of obscure origin. 
Strangely enough, it may or may not be directly related etymologically 
to the name of the Greek god Hermes, a name seemingly derived from 
the Greek word herma, a heap of stones such as was commonly used to 
mark boundaries, and which was thus itself a kind of in-betweenness. 
Whatever the exact etymological connections here, Hermes was conceived 
of as a supreme negotiator, the god of commerce, eloquence, invention, 
travel, and theft—all involving some sort of in-betweenness. It thus ap- 
pears evident that, whatever the etymological facts, the terms hermeneus 
and Hermes would doubtless be associated in the minds of Greek speak- 
ers. Thus “hermeneutics” is, even if not etymologically, at least in meaning 
very much of a piece with “interpretation.” Both underscore interchange, 
although, as earlier noted, “hermeneutics” today tends to refer to a more 
studied, self-conscious, “scientific” operation than does “interpretation.” 


Il 


From what has just been said, it appears that, despite our tendency to 
think of interpretation as applying paradigmatically to texts, the world of 
interpretation historically (that is, here, etymologically—for real etymol- 
ogy is history) is in a deep, basic sense primarily an oral world, for oral 
communication is immediately and irremediably interactive and interpre- 
tive. In oral expression, real people must here and now really interact with 
real people, as all must interact with the environment, human and non- 
human, in which they are embedded, interpreting to one another and to 
themselves as they verbalize. 

It is easy to believe that texts are not at all part of such open, ongoing 
interpretive negotiation. One of the most widespread and fundamental 
errors of the past few generations of literary critics (such as the Russian 


44 Part I: Language as Hermeneutic 


Formalists or the American and British New Critics) has been the assump- 
tion, quite often not clearly articulated, that to put an utterance in writ- 
ing is to remove it from this state of oral discourse and thus to “fix” it, 
to specify and totalize its meaning once and for all. Such assumptions 
have not been uncommon in philosophy and science and they lie back of 
the often mindless attempts to establish exactly what the totally explicit 
meaning of the United States Constitution or of other legal documents 
was when they were written. By dint of historical research, one can of 
course discover much about the original meaning of a text and the intent 
of its author or authors, but not with total explicitness, for the original in- 
tent and text could not be totally explicit, even to the authors themselves. 
As noted earlier, total verbal explicitness is impossible, in inscribed texts 
as much as in spoken words. 

As a member of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1966-67 Task Force 
on Education, which was engaged in, among other things, suggesting 
exact texts out of which to devise laws, I can testify personally to some 
of the problems here. After the Task Force had settled on a text for a 
proposed law, we would regularly have to call in expert educational 
consultants to help us discover more fully what our wording would ac- 
tually mean in the real world of education to which we were addressing 
ourselves. We ourselves found that alone, we could not fully pin down 
our own intent. We did not know fully enough the situations we were 
talking into so that the edges of our thought even in our own minds 
were fuzzy. The law had to deal with and had to be given its meaning 
in terms of specific imaginable situations. No one of us could envision 
all the situations. But the expert consultants could envision more than 
we could and thus could enable us to understand better what we were 
trying to say and/or wrote. 

As earlier suggested, because texts are totally fixed visually, because 
they have limited borders, they encourage us to think that the meanings 
they express are similarly bordered—all act and no residual potential. 
“A poem should not mean/But be,” Archibald MacLeish wrote in his 
widely acclaimed “Ars Poetica,” presumably having in mind a poem set 
down in writing or print, as his own poems were (106). But words cannot 
just “be.” Words are living events, happenings, moving with the flow of 
time, not things, as texts make them appear. 
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A text certainly does separate an utterance from its author, who, once he 
or she has written down the text, may as well be dead. In this sense, writ- 
ing creates anonymous discourse, as has often been pointed out. But re- 
moving an utterance from its author is not removing it from discourse. 
No utterance can exist outside discourse, outside a transactional setting. 
Putting an utterance into script can only interrupt discourse, string it out 
indefinitely in time and space. But not “fix” it, in the sense of endow- 
ing it with a totally determinate meaning apart from all other discourse. 
A closed system of any sort is always impossible, and texts are no excep- 
tions to this rule. In fact, they are conspicuous nonexceptions since the 
meaning of every word in them has to be determined from outside the 
text itself and ultimately from nonverbal rather than verbal context. Put- 
ting an utterance into script, then, can only interrupt discourse, postpone 
its continuation, protract it indefinitely in time and space. But not “fix” 
it, not give it a totally determinate meaning all from within, apart from 
all other discourse. An utterance does not become clearer or more in- 
dependent of context simply by being written down. It becomes simply 
retrievable—quite often with the original context largely lost. 

When is a text most truly a text, an expression of words? When does 
an inscribed text “say” something? Insofar as a text is static, fixed, “out 
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there,” reified, it is not an utterance but a visual (and/or tactile) design, 
not a reproduction of sound, but a visual code for the code of spoken 
words, a code of a code. This is of course by no means to say that script is 
simply a substitute for writing. In one way or another, codes modify what 
they encode. Writing raises consciousness (Ong, Orality). Text, however, 
functions fully as a text (and thus in actuality raises consciousness) only 
when it reenters auditory discourse (or in the case of congenitally deaf 
persons, the equivalent of auditory discourse, closely related to tactual 
movement). Text can be made to reenter discourse, to function as utter- 
ance only by something nontextual, that is, by a code in a living person’s 
mind for converting the visual into the auditory, the code that we learn 
in order to read. When a person possessing the appropriate reading code 
moves through the visual structure of an inscription and converts it into 
a temporal sequence of sound, aloud or in the imagination, directly or 
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indirectly—that is, when a reader reads a text—only then does the text 
become what it was put down to be, that is, an utterance and only then 
does the suspended discourse continue, and with it verbalized meaning. 

There is some evidence (Stubbs 12) that reading can be done without 
subvocal speech, that is, without muscular and nervous activity around 
the larynx, but even were this absolutely certain, lack of subvocal speech 
does not mean lack of imagined sound. Reading silently even without 
subvocal speech, a person reading a Korean text is imaginatively in a dif- 
ferent sound world from that of a person reading an English text. Since 
they have to be read to function as texts, all texts have human meaning 
only insofar as they are converted into the extratextual, the auditory (or 
its equivalent), at least in the imagination. 


IV 


All text is pretext—in pretty well all the senses that can be assigned to this 
statement. This is why any text can be so readily deconstructed: despite 
appearances, it never was standing and never could stand on its own feet. 
(Neither, for that matter, can spoken words: for their function, they de- 
pend ultimately on the nonverbal, including silence.) Writing is a technol- 
ogy that restructures thought, which at its origins had been orally based. 
Writing has restructured thought marvelously and productively but also 
stressfully—the stressfulness must not be forgotten. (See Ong, Orality; 
“Writing Is a Technology.”) 

Since text separates utterance from its author, a distinctive feature of 
textual utterance as against oral utterance is that its author cannot abso- 
lutely predict or often even discover who all will continue the discourse 
he or she has engaged in by inscribing the text. To this extent the writer 
cannot discover by any means all that he or she has said in his or her writ- 
ten text, because it is in the interchange with interlocutors, as indicated 
above, that the fuller meaning of what is said in an utterance appears 
even to the utterer. Anyone might pick up and read a text once it has been 
set down and in doing so would have to interpret it, that is, fit it in one 
way or another into the ongoing thought and conversation of the milieu 
in which the reading is being done—which means develop its concealed 
implications, as speakers in a dialogue do with one another’s utterances. 
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This is what hermeneutics does in explaining a text from antiquity: it 
makes the text intelligible by introducing it into living dialogue that must 
be carried on in present-day terms, not infrequently with great difficulty. 
When the reader reads the text, to understand it he or she has not only 
to recreate the lifeworld in which the text actually came into existence, 
insofar as this world can be recreated (and it never can be fully recreated), 
but also to introduce that world and with it the text from it in one way or 
another into the reader’s own world—Gadamer’s “conversation with the 
text” (Truth and Method 331). 

That is to say, when the reader reads a text, the interrupted discourse 
is picked up—one can hardly say simply resumed, for the interlocutor 
who has had his or her say in the text is generally no longer at hand after 
the point at which his or her text ends. He or she cannot respond to the 
reader’s response, which may actually be a query. (This is what Plato in 
the Phaedrus objects to about writing—it cannot respond to questions it 
unwittingly or inevitably creates, although Plato of course puts his ob- 
jection into writing—see Ong, Orality 80.) With special skills and great 
effort the reader may be able to reconstruct conjectured responses of the 
absent writer which will fit the text somehow into the milieu in which the 
reading is being done. No matter what, this fit must somehow be made, 
for to understand the text the reader must relate it somehow to what he 
or she knows in the present living milieu. In doing so, of course, the reader 
may well have to enlarge the present milieu’s purview—one way in which 
studying the past enriches the present. But if the reader cannot in any way 
at all relate what was said to the ongoing dialogue setting in which the 
reader really lives, the reading is utterly meaningless. 

All this is to say that when the reader reads a text, the interrupted dis- 
course resumes, often—or even most often—between persons who have 
never known one another, perhaps resumes with great effort, implemented 
by laborious, self-conscious, and one-sided interpretive work (fitting past 
into present-day living consciousness), without which the inscription may 
say very little, for the living interlocutor (the reader) must align the dia- 
logue alone, that is, in the absence of the other interlocutor, the writer, 
who may have been dead for centuries. Hermeneutics isn’t always easy. 
And the discommoding time-span need not be centuries. One can even 
have problems of this sort in interpreting a note made to oneself a month 
ago—or even yesterday. (Where was I, in what state of mind, when I wrote 
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that down?) Human thought is thus all linked to discourse. Thought and 
discourse are always contoured by time. There is no time-free knowl- 
edge floating about somewhere outside specific, individual, time-bounded 
human beings. Again, this does not mean that thought cannot be “objec- 
tive,” but that objectivity can be known only subjectively, that is, only 
by the individual historical persons in objective historical settings—there 
is no objective human knowledge at large somewhere outside individual 
existing human consciousnesses. 

Once again, this existence only inside human consciousnesses does not 
make the truth of human knowledge unverifiable. Quite the contrary, it 
makes the truth of human knowledge eminently verifiable, but historically 
and complexly and open-endedly so. To verify the truth, one has to take 
into consideration the knowers, too—speaker and hearer or writer and 
reader—and the density of the history in which the knowers are embed- 
ded. To verify human thought, one has to verify as well other matters in 
the total environment of the originator and of the receiver of the message. 
In other words, as earlier noted, human thought is marked not by “relativ- 
ism” (indeterminacy, lack of fixity) but by relatedness (multiple and active 
engagement with other thought and with actuality in a variety of ways, 
always including the nonverbal as well as the verbal, the unsaid as well as 
the said—see Tyler, The Said and The Unspeakable). 

All human thought and expression is complex. If it ties into the oral 
world, to be interpreted it must be related to all the density of the existen- 
tial world in which the oral expression is embedded. If it ties into writing, 
it must be verified and interpreted by being related, so far as possible, to 
the world of the original text and to the other texts (and oral utterances) 
with which the original is interwoven explicitly or implicitly. It must be 
related as well as to readings that the text can be given over time as read- 
ers come to the text with more and more knowledge that will enable them, 
for example, to make more and more explicit what the writer, not only 
consciously, but also subconsciously or unconsciously and unwittingly, 
but really, was getting at. 

Thus Freud verified and interpreted what Sophocles was presumably 
unconsciously dealing with in his Oedipus Rex—presumably, Sophocles 
would have agreed with what Freud made of his text had he been able 
to see into what he was saying as Freud’s later age was able to do (how- 
ever you interpret or evaluate Freud). Far from being relativistic and 
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indeterminate, good hermeneutic is massively determinate, tying in with 
everything. Of course, this kind of multiplex determinacy troubles people 
who like to believe that all “true” meaning is monistically simple, as no 
meaning ever is. Among others, Piaget has made it clear how meaning is 
not monistically simple even among young children. No thought is ever 
free-floating abstraction or free-floating anything else. Thought interlocks 
everywhere with context. To interpret anything with absolute fullness, 
you would have to know everything. 

All this is, or should be utterly commonplace in an age of reader-oriented 
criticism and related philosophy. But it is well to advert to it in the per- 
spectives in which it is set here because of the need to attend to what is 
alike and what is different when we contrast interpretation of oral perfor- 
mance and interpretation of written work. 


HERMENEUTICS, PRINT, AND “FACTS” 


Our text-centered mentality, and especially our print-centered mentality, 
can and does create special illusions about the nature of “facts” which af- 
fects concepts of interpretation or hermeneutics. By habituating us to vi- 
sually fixed representations of spoken words texts can lead us to overvalue 
fixity itself. We tend to think of a “fact” as in some sense something fixed. 
Yet its fixity is paradoxical, for a fact can only be identified by the use of 
words. And words are not fixed, for they are events in time. Moreover, 
there is no one thing to say about anything—a fact which seems to com- 
promise the very concept of “facts.” 

In a highly informative essay, “Grammar and Meaning” (American 
Heritage Dictionary xxxi-iv), Richard Ohmann provides a hermeneu- 
tic for this statement (mine, not his) that “There is no one thing to say 
about anything.” He considers what happens when one asks a number of 
speakers to describe a simple drawing representing a fact or set of facts. 
Even though each of, say, twenty speakers gives a factual description 
qualifying as true and exact, almost certainly none of them will describe 
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the drawing in exactly the same words. Professor Ohmann instances 
these typically variant true and accurate descriptions of a given drawing: 
(1) “A bear is occupying a telephone booth, while a tourist impatiently 
waits in line.” (2) “A man who was driving along the road has stopped 
and is waiting impatiently for a grizzly bear to finish using the public 
phone.” (3) “A traveler waits impatiently as a bear chatters gaily in a 
highway telephone booth.” Ohmann then reports that, using not all the 
words available in English but only the vocabulary and structures sup- 
plied by a given twenty-five typical sentences describing the drawing in 
question, he found by computer analysis that the vocabulary and struc- 
tures of the twenty-five given sentences, permuted “in all possible ways 
(so long as the resulting sentences are grammatical)” —for example, one 
could say “stands” or “is standing”—will “yield the material for 19.8 bil- 
lion sentences, all describing just one situation” (xxxi-ii), namely that in 
the bear-in-the-phone-booth drawing. He further points out that, since 
the number of seconds in a century is only 3.2 billion, no one could possi- 
bly become aware of all the ways which his calculations yield to describe 
the drawing in question. 

Thus, if one says of any description, “that is the way it really is,” one 
may be stating the truth but in a way that may be curiously picayune. Why 
is it that out of the 19.8 billion and more ways of doing a true description 
I pick this one? Most often, for reasons in me, not reasons “out there” 
where the “facts” are. These subjective reasons need not at all falsify the 
facts, but may merely determine which facts are attended to. I may specify 
“grizzly bear” rather than simply say “bear” because I can tell grizzlies 
from other bears and am temperamentally inclined to one-up other per- 
sons. But the bear is in fact identifiably a grizzly bear. And so on with the 
thousands of other ways one can be motivated, consciously or subcon- 
sciously or unconsciously, for one or another perfectly true and perfectly 
“objective” expression. My statement of the fact, though one hundred per 
cent true, still bears my own marking. In the nature of the case, when by 
verbal statement we isolate a “fact” or “facts” from the unbroken web of 
actuality around us, the total world in which facts are embedded we do so 
always under historical and/or personal circumstances. The German his- 
torian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1866), famous for his promise to write 
about history “the way it really happened,” was not promising quite as 
much as he may have seemed to be. 
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The question of truth or falsity is not what is at stake here. This ques- 
tion can of course be raised and often answered. “There are eighty bears 
in a telephone booth” is certainly a false description of the drawing in 
question. So is “There is a man in a telephone booth and a bear outside.” 
No limit to falsity. But no limit to true “facts” either, although there are 
constrictions on facts as there are not on falsity. The drawing just men- 
tioned constricts the number of bears in the telephone booth, the number 
of men, the position of the man outside the telephone booth, etc., etc., 
without end. 

Despite the constrictions, however, facts are not epistemologically sim- 
ple matters. For a “fact” is involved not just in the reality one is dealing 
with “out there,” but also in one’s articulation of the reality. “Out there” 
in the drawing, there are more than 19.8 million and more “facts,” the 
focusing of any one of which involves verbalization. And does so not only 
in ways involving the speaker’s own conscious or unconscious reasons but 
also involving historical elements, since the speaker must use or build on 
words and concepts that have been formed over generations of human 
experience. For all words and concepts are historically formed, by inter- 
change among historical peoples in one or another language group, as a 
comparison of the etymologies of comparable words in various languages 
makes abundantly clear. The existing words and concepts can be modified 
or adjusted, but only within certain limits. 

Once again, what is at issue here is not a matter of relativity—in the 
common subjective sense that you and I may have completely different 
views as to whether a given figure is a rectangle or a circle and one can 
never determine who is right. This kind of belief is at best sophomoric: 
shocked that matters are not as simple as one thought, one decides that 
everything is totally confused and delights that now one knows of a con- 
fusion that ordinary uninformed adults are not aware of. Or, to put it 
another way, having become aware that knowledge exists always within 
one or another subject, one triumphantly proclaims that knowledge is 
entirely subjective, dependent only on the subject, so that objective truth 
and falsity are indistinguishable. But matters are not so simple. Again, 
what is involved here is not relativism in the subjective sense but rather re- 
lationism: one can indeed determine truth or falsity, but truth is ultimately 
verifiable in complex ways, not in any simple way. 
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Further, the verification of truth depends of course on dialogue (defi- 
nition, it should be noted, is a form of dialogue), on the exchange of 
thought, on who actually is talking or writing or electronically communi- 
cating with whom, explicitly or implicitly. 

Even a seemingly clear-cut term from mathematics such as “circle” is 
not an unambiguous term outside a given context. Outside an ultimately 
nonverbal context, no term is unambiguous. What a “circle” or anything 
else exactly means has to be determined by extraverbal contexts that we 
so fundamentally take for granted that we seldom attend to them. A math- 
ematical circle, such as is referred to in formal mathematical discourse in 
Euclidean geometry, cannot be found anywhere in the physical world and 
how far a physical circle has to approximate such a mathematical circle 
to qualify as a circle can depend, for example, on whether you are ad- 
dressing manufacturers of garbage-can lids, or precision-tool makers who 
measure habitually in fractions of millimeters. A circle for garbage-can lid 
manufacturers may not be sufficiently a circle for precision-tool makers. 
The two approximate differently a truly mathematical circle, which does 
not exist outside human consciousness. The audience is one of the deter- 
minants of the meaning of “circle” whenever the term is used. 

Facts can be true and useful and good, but they are not things that pop 
out extraverbally, all alone, to found discourse and thought. The extra- 
mental world and language and thought go together, in a unique relation- 
ship. “The mind and the world jointly make up the mind and the world,” 
as Brian Stock has put it (664), “but there is a world.” In her book Against 
Interpretation, Susan Sontag (5) cites Nietzsche’s observation, “There are 
no facts, only interpretations.” This implies of course that Nietzsche’s 
observation here itself is an interpretation, which of course can call for 
further interpretation as may be necessary. But it does not mean that the 
observation is not true or verifiable. I would interpret it to mean that facts 
cannot be dislodged as such without language or dislodged totally into 
language without nonverbal context. They have to be demarcated and 
dislodged verbally and thus mentally from and within the “big, blooming, 
buzzing confusion” which, in William James’s words, is the total world 
around us. 

Our present reflections suggest we can fail to note this state of affairs 
partly because our common textbound state of mind gives visual-tactile 


54 Part I: Language as Hermeneutic 


fixities a special paradigmatic appeal even when oral verbalization is in- 
volved. Facts caught in (textualized) words would be something laid to 
rest, like the “dead letter.” True facts are more like something living, as 
is shown by their involvement with language, which is at root oral, pro- 
duced here and now by the living, and by their involvement with the living 
thought that goes with language. 


HERMENEUTICS AND THE UNSAID 


If we begin with oral utterance in a primary oral culture (one with no 
knowledge of writing at all) as the initial field of hermeneutics, we can 
bring out more fully and cogently what the textbound state of mind tends 
to obscure, namely, that words are ultimately given their meaning by a 
nonverbal context. Imagine a person uttering the first word that was ever 
uttered. Any situation we imagine here is hypothetical, a bit unreal, but 
the construct can be informative nevertheless. Since no words exist to de- 
fine or help define the meaning of the first word or words, the meaning 
can only be known by sizing up the situation in which the word is being 
uttered. 

As Tyler has shown, both in The Said and the Unsaid and in The Un- 
speakable, such a situation involves intention. Somehow, the hearer of 
a sound used as a word, a linguistic sign, has to know that this sound 
refers to something other than itself. The utterer has to know that the 
hearer understands his intention that the sound be a linguistic sign, and 
the hearer has to know that the hearer understands that the utterer has 
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such an intention. And all this before or by the time the first word is spo- 
ken. (We have noted earlier that the term “sign” is borrowed from the 
visual world, whereas words are fundamentally sounds, and we need to 
remain aware of this fact, even though we may not be able to forego the 
established use of the term “sign” as referring to words, even specifically 
to spoken words.) 

The triadic definition of a linguistic or verbal sign function as found in 
Saussure, Ogden, Richards, and many others, stating that sign, speaker, 
and object account for meaning is quite inadequate. Tyler notes (The Said 
385-87), and many persons cited by Gadamer note, that for anything to 
be taken as a linguistic sign, it must be intended to be a sign by the user 
and taken by the recipient as intended to be a linguistic sign. A mere noise 
is not a linguistic sign. “There are no signs without intentions, and no 
intentions without signs” (Tyler, Said 462). Moreover, there are no signs 
without convention, based on prior intersubjectivism and intersubjective 
means of evoking a consensus (Tyler, Said 19). Ultimately, meaning is not 
assigned but intersubjectively negotiated, and out of a holistic situation. 
It takes at least two persons, each intentionally dealing in verbal com- 
munication, for words to achieve significance in the first place (Tyler, Said 
461-65). 

Signs demand a dialogic context “which presumes a patterned alterna- 
tion in the roles of speaker and hearer” (Tyler, Said 462). Signs cannot 
originate in monologue. The ultimate reason for this is that intentional 
signs are ultimately conventions, and the convention is initially established 
in the act of speaking (Tyler, Said 462 passim), not in advance of the act. 
There is no way for a person or persons with absolutely no language to set 
up in advance of use, and arbitrarily, a conventional association between 
an arbitrary sound and its referent. (We can put aside here the question 
of pure onomatopoeia, which need not constitute a true word but can 
simply be an imitation of nonverbal sound, although onomatopoeia can 
of course be made into a true word by communication of the intention to 
use it as a word.) In comparable fashion, if one falls back on gestures as 
indicating the meaning of words, it is in the intentional use of gestures that 
their referential character is established. Only in the act of communicat- 
ing can such a convention be set up. In speech this involves always what 
is said and what is unsaid or supposed. From what is said and unsaid the 
meaning is formed (Tyler, Valesio). Thus human speakers must be linked 
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intersubjectively even before they speak. Each can and does understand 
that the other can intend to communicate and that he or she intends to 
communicate here and now. 

A frequently cited incident in Helen Keller’s life (Story 34-37) shows 
how communication involves intention that engages and intermingles 
both intersubjective and objective issues. When Helen was seven years 
of age, on the day which she calls “the most important day I remember 
in all my life,” her tutor, Anne Sullivan, hitherto unsuccessful in teach- 
ing the blind and deaf Helen the use of words, at one point held one of 
Helen’s hands under the water coming from a pump and spelled onto 
Helen’s other hand the word “water.” Anne Sullivan had done this sort 
of thing before unsuccessfully with objects and words such as “doll” and 
“mug.” But this time the procedure finally worked. “Suddenly,” Helen 
writes, “I felt a misty consciousness as of something forgotten—a thrill 
of returning thought. . . . I knew that ‘w-a-t-e-r? meant the wonderful 
cooling something that was flowing over my hand.” From the rest of her 
account it is clear that it here suddenly came to Helen that (1) there was 
a present existent that could be represented by the sign for “water” (not 
presented, for the water was already present), (2) that what she felt flow- 
ing over hand was water, (3) that Miss Sullivan knew that it was water, 
(4) that Miss Sullivan knew now she, Helen, knew it was water, and 
(5) that Miss Sullivan knew that Helen knew that she, Miss Sullivan knew 
it was water, and that other persons knew and knew that other persons 
knew that it was water, and so on ad infinitum. The intersubjective world 
had come into full bloom and, with it, the objective world. We can never 
fully possess the one world without the other. 

In learning to speak, as Piaget has abundantly shown in The Language 
and Thought of the Child (see also John McShane, Learning to Talk), the 
child does not learn merely isolated words and/or isolated meaning but 
has to construct around himself or herself a whole world into which the 
meaning of words ultimately fits, from which the meaning is gathered. 
This beginning of language can hardly be construed as a simply logocen- 
tric undertaking. Language begins and develops out of hermeneutic, an 
attempt to make sense of a total world, nonverbal and verbal, not out of 
simply juxtaposing sounds and things. Meaning is negotiated in holistic 
situations, not assigned. 


MEANING, HERMENEUTIC, 
AND INTERPERSONAL TRUST 


Ultimately, meaning and hermeneutic are based on personal intersubjec- 
tive trust. A few years ago, as I know directly from a participant, a na- 
tional task force was set up to devise a sign or symbol to serve as a warning 
notice to mark a projected underground storage dump in the United States 
for dangerous nuclear waste. The sign or symbol was to be one that would 
render its warning of serious danger to all ages forever, independently 
of any languages that might be spoken from now until the end of time 
and independently of any divergencies in cultures. Of course—although it 
took the task force many months to arrive at this conclusion!—there was 
absolutely no way to make the sign or symbol work apart from living con- 
nections between living human beings, which is to say apart from some 
kind of diachronic and continuous dialogic setting. 

Symbols must always be embedded in interpretation or hermeneutic to 
function as symbols. Anyone who saw the symbol would have to interpret 
it—there would be no other way for it to be a symbol, no other way for 
it to have meaning, to be understood. But any symbol, apart from a living 
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context, was always open to all sorts of varying interpretations. Around an 
isolated symbol, all sorts of interpretive myths could and would spring up 
and grow. The most threatening sort of isolated symbol—say, a diagram 
of a massive explosion blowing an entire landscape to smithereens—could 
always, and very plausibly, be interpreted by the viewer as a ruse. The 
symbol might have as its real rationale, its deeper interpretation, not the 
actual threat of danger but the fact that gold and diamonds were stored 
in the spot marked. In a more fully understood context, it need not really 
mean, “Keep away, danger!” The symbol might always have as its real 
rationale, its deeper interpretation, not the actual threat of danger but the 
fact that gold and diamonds were stored in the spot marked. The sym- 
bol was intended to be misinterpreted to keep persons away not because 
of any real danger but because the originators of the symbol wanted to 
frighten viewers away from a hidden treasure. How could this possibility 
of duplicity or other confusion be avoided? 

After many months of work, the task force decided that the only 
procedure that could make its inscription (illustration, lettering, logo, 
or whatever) work was to set up and permanently maintain a commis- 
sion of living persons entrusted with knowledge of the real situation, 
persons who themselves could be trusted, who trusted one another, and 
who would be replaced gradually and continuously over the centuries by 
equally trustworthy persons to whom the real meaning of the symbol had 
been explained. The meaning of the symbol could be known by consulting 
this commission. Any discourse requires trust—what Gadamer (339-41) 
means by reciprocal relationship and commitment or what Plato implies 
in the Seventh Letter (341) when he speaks (writes) of the necessary “part- 
nership in a common life devoted to this very thing” (the quest of truth). 
Trust overrides deceptive intent. Words alone can never do this—again, 
the meaning of words is determined by the nonverbal. 

Meaning must come out of dialogue in the last analysis. All science is 
only arrested dialogue. Because the speaker and the interpreter (hearer, 
reader) are involved in words which have a history in which they have ac- 
quired their meaning by being used, the speaker and hearer are engaged in 
conversations which predate their own and will postdate it (Weinsheimer 
211). In the course of the conversation, concepts are formed, refined, rati- 
fied, and mutually understood, provided that a certain honesty of purpose 
is somehow at work. Words will not work with other words alone. Paolo 
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Valesio puts it another way: “The word can be understood only—let us 
say, better, exists only—in our listening to silence” (425). 

Gadamer’s Truth and Method concludes that truth does not depend on 
method but on “discourse with others” (498), on something that happens 
in language and the exchange of thought that language involves. Plato says 
the same thing after disqualifying writing and then even spoken words, 
too, in the Phaedrus and in the Seventh Letter (341). Not any treatise 
by Plato or anyone else can of itself produce understanding of truth, nor 
can any number of spoken words either. “Only after long partnership in 
a common life devoted to this very thing does truth flash upon the soul.” 
This is another way of saying that, to achieve truth, trusting dialogue is 
needed between individuals. A verbal statement alone can “contain” truth 
only when it is part of a human context of trusting interchange. Trust of 
course operates in a multitude of ways, such as those, for example, which 
George Dillon explores in his Rhetoric as Social Imagination, and which 
are far too complex to go into here. 

In the area of biblical hermeneutics, which is the chief area in which 
the study of hermeneutics was first rooted in the West, what has just been 
noted here makes evident that Jesus’s leaving what he had to say orally 
within a living community rather than by inscribing it himself in writing 
could work to assure both the accuracy and the durability of his message 
better than a simply written text could. Jesus did not write his teach- 
ings that are found in the Gospels. A text removed from any diachronic 
dialogic community (in this particular case, the community of Christians 
in living dialogue with one another over time) could too readily misrep- 
resent his full message. The text-bound mind assumes the opposite: writ- 
ing something down in isolation guarantees independently and absolutely 
the preservation of its truth. But it does not. Without denigrating spoken 
words and/or text (for he read in the synagogue—Luke 4:16-20), Jesus 
gives a personal context to the apprehension of truth (as Plato and Ga- 
damer do): “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). Full 
truth is not found in human words apart from the persons who utter and 
receive them. This sounds surprising in our computerized age, but it is still 
true. Of themselves, computers do not give us truth any more than texts 
do. They give information, which can at best be at the service of truth and 
can always be preempted by falsity. 


HERMENEUTIC AND COMMUNICATION 
IN ORAL CULTURES 


A hermeneutic of speech in oral cultures demands that we do not assume 
total likeness between oral speech events in primary oral cultures and oral 
speech events of literates. We must remind ourselves that in oral cultures 
verbalization is always tied to performance. The use of language is in no 
way associated with dictionaries or any other sort of inscription. Verbal- 
ization is human action—indeed, human action at its peak. 

The high esteem of oral peoples for the “man of words” or “woman 
of words,” the one who can verbalize to the maximum, is well known, 
and sometimes is so marked as to strike literate persons as childish. It 
is hard for us today to imagine or even to believe the fascination of oral 
peoples with the performance of oral epic poetry or other oral genres and 
almost equally hard for us to imagine or believe the lingering fascina- 
tion with oratory in residually oral writing cultures, from the times of 
Isocrates and Cicero through the Renaissance and on to the Age of Ro- 
manticism. We can remember even in our own days the speeches of Fidel 
Castro running to some six hours or so—without notes—in the residually 
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oral Cuban culture still surviving. The development of the orator’s powers 
in oral performance was the aim of the overarching training in rhetoric 
that dominated academic education in the West from classical antiquity 
until relatively recent times. The famous McGuffey’s Readers, published 
in some 120 million copies in the United States between 1836 and 1920, 
were designed to remedy deficiencies not in reading comprehension as 
such but in declamatory, oratorical-style reading (Ong, Orality 115-16). 
Harvard University still has its Boylston Chair of Rhetoric and Oratory, 
although its incumbent has by now been transmuted into a de facto pro- 
fessor of creative writing. 

We can forget the massive oral heritage in Western academia in the 
past (see Ong, Fighting) and assume too readily that speech in oral cul- 
tures typically moves toward oral dialogues like those model dialogues 
constructed by literate persons—perhaps toward something like Plato’s 
Socratic dialogues or the questions and responses on a MacNeil-Lehrer 
television newscast. A great many studies about speech in oral cultures 
suggest that in such cultures use of speech can often be and remain some- 
thing quite different from this sort of thing. 

Articles in Explorations in the Ethnography of Speaking, edited by Bau- 
man and Sherzer, although they do not rule out direct dialogue between 
two or more persons, suggest some of the other sorts of performances and 
social structures with which oral language can be much involved. Karl 
Reisman, for example, has studied “speech routines” in an Antiguan vil- 
lage. These are all “forms of expression having living ties with the people 
who use them” (111)—by contrast, it would seem, to the ancient Greeks’ 
efforts to abstract, once they had interiorized the vowelized alphabet, as in 
Plato’s quite literate oral dialogues, that is, the ancient Greeks’ efforts to 
separate the knower from the known, to “objectify” thought and speech 
(see Havelock, Preface). Again, in different cultures the ratio of speech to 
intervals of silence varies greatly, but in Antiguan culture often there is 
little silence or none in some of Reisman’s “speech routines” where two 
people regularly speak at once. The point is that to enter such a speech 
routine one must assert one’s personal presence rather than participate in 
an ongoing exchange of more or less formalized or “objectified” material 
(115). But through it all, “positive attention to the feelings of others” is 
still in play—oral cultures generally being inclined to pay more attention 
to personal interchange and relatively less to “information” being passed 
on than are cultures dominated by literacy. 
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The performances Reisman reports may appear to literates to be con- 
fusion when they are in fact simply performances orchestrated in keys 
with which literates are relatively unfamiliar. Positive value is attached to 
repetition and indirection of expression (121). Boasting, cursing (a regular 
verbal dispute form), and argument (not formal argumentation but vocif- 
erous proclamations of differing opinions) are the predominant elements 
in this oral verbal exchange, in which, however, “a certain contrapuntal 
air” develops (124). But these kinds of speech routines hardly bear much 
resemblance to dialogue in the sense we commonly think of. 

In another noteworthy pattern, ideal speakers among the Vaupes of 
Southeastern Colombia (Jean Jackson in Bauman and Sherzer) will be 
multilingual, even in an individual settlement of only two families. “Father 
languages” (cf. Ong, Fighting 36-37n2, concerning mother “tongues” 
and father “languages”) establish group identities—including, for exam- 
ple, what woman can marry what man—but other languages are used for 
individual speech acts. Language signals and certifies an individual’s social 
identity more than it conveys simple “information.” Speakers of several 
languages keep them scrupulously separate, although a certain amount of 
mixing may be tolerated on occasion. In this case the context of language 
and meaning becomes curiously complex. Sherzer (in Bauman and Sher- 
zer 263-82, 462-64, 489) reports that among the Cuna certain lengthy 
oral performances are incomprehensible to their hearers (as is true among 
Christian charismatics, who are given to “speaking in tongues” and who 
in other ways are conspicuously oral not simply in their speaking but also 
in their modes of behavior). 

Shirley Brice Heath has reported on “literacy events” that involve the 
use of extended oral discourse in a highly oral, but by no means entirely 
illiterate Appalachian community when literate and less literate persons 
there are concerned with written material such as printed announcements 
or directives. Contrasting this community with a nearby but less highly 
oral community, she shows how the oral language patterns of the highly 
oral, but not illiterate, community relate closely to other cultural patterns, 
such as space and time orderings, problem-solving techniques, group loy- 
alties, and the role of the individual in the community (344). Here, in an 
oral-literate situation, where groups are relating through oral discourse to 
printed announcements, directives, and the like, by “talking over” such 
things, extraverbal settings control and interact with the verbal in ways 
which may be analytically dizzying but are humanly quite manageable. 
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In oral exchange in any culture, body language is interwoven with 
spoken language, the two giving meaning to each other. “Words [alone] 
inadequately express intense feeling” (Newbold 229). Body language is 
more easily learned than words are. It is preverbal, and spoken words are 
embedded in and give meaning to it as it gives meaning to spoken words. 
This kind of context, as has earlier been noted, is completely missing in 
writing, which is to say that a great deal of the environment in which 
words have acquired and retain their meaning is missing from writing. 
Such matters are worth recalling when we get lost in thinking of “logo- 
centrism” as an utterly controlling force in language or when we think of 
hermeneutic exclusively or predominantly in textual terms. 

These accounts of oral cultures or residually oral cultures are quite 
incomplete samplings, but they show verbal exchange as developing in 
no neat setting resembling a formal dialogue between literates. Further 
relevant accounts of oral verbal exchange and its interpretive demands 
as compared to written texts can be found in the studies in Bauman and 
Sherzer and in Tannen (Spoken and Written Language). Oral exchange, 
which sets the ground for the first use of words, spoken words, and thus 
reductively for all words, develops in almost incredibly complex physical 
and social contexts. It would appear that the kind of dialogue we gener- 
ally have in mind for discussion of hermeneutics is often historically and 
sociologically a bit unreal, an exchange of speech in which issues are being 
reflectively and directly defined and refined. Such exchange depends on 
the separation of speech and thought from the total human lifeworld, 
which is one of the undeniably advantageous effects of the technology of 
writing (and later, even more spectacularly, of the technologies of print 
and the computer) but which can give us a curiously denatured sense of 
where words and thoughts come into being and shape up. The carefully 
focused text of Plato’s Socratic dialogues, as has been seen, are obviously 
not purely oral dialogue but inscribed dialogue which is presented as sim- 
ply oral but which in fact has been shaped by resort to thought structures 
brought into being by deep interiorization of script (Havelock, Preface to 
Plato). 

Words in oral cultures often interact with one another and with the 
environment so complexly that they register a lifeworld all but unassimi- 
lable by literates. Maurice Houis (ch. 3) has gone so far as to maintain 
that in oral cultures in Africa, nature is one of the interlocutors in speech. 
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This accords with Havelock’s position in his Preface to Plato and later 
works that oral cultures typically identify knower and known—audiences 
attended to the Iliad and the Odyssey, for example, to identify themselves 
with Achilles and Odysseus and thus appropriate the Greek cultural and 
psychic heritage, not to understand these heroes analytically. Oral cultures 
typically make formal use of language to be “with it,” to “get into the 
act,” not to break up knowledge as an objective something “out there” in 
the way one might do in typical classroom discourse. One of the effects of 
writing is the classroom-type separation of the knower from the known, 
a separation which would seem to be at best only incipient when one dia- 
logues with nature. 

Classifications such as logocentric and phonocentric appear rather re- 
mote from the seemingly undifferentiated complexities of the actual pri- 
mary oral world—which is the world language initially came from. Here 
everything is seemingly deconstructed from the start in the sense that one 
does not begin with a language or thought system so precisely consistent 
that its constructs appear self-supporting and so organized that, without 
external help, its use can come out utterly consistent with itself. There 
never has been nor can there be any such language or, for that matter, 
any such complete system of thought. In oral cultures this truth is not as 
obscured as it can be in writing, print, and electronic cultures. 

The variant modes or forms of verbal communication in oral cultures 
across the world have only been sampled here. There are a great many 
other verbal modes or forms in oral cultures that have been studied or that 
remain to be studied. Those sampled here, and many of the others also, 
could well be dismissed as simply “barbarian” by those whose paradigms 
for discourse have been shaped basically by writing, as is the case with 
most readers in cultures across the world profoundly subject to writing, 
print, and computerized verbalization. In writing, print, and electronic 
cultures, occasional instances can doubtless be found more or less redo- 
lent of those oral performances here reported in Antiguan or Cuna oral 
cultures or in the residually oral cultures of Appalachia. But in our own 
more literate cultures, we are inclined to regard them as deviant from a 
more “normal” state of affairs. Nevertheless, they have long been regu- 
lar, frequent, established human ways of verbalizing. They call for differ- 
ent hermeneutics from the hermeneutics we are used to, for the mixture 
here of the said and the unsaid is strange to us. But it is we who are the 
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deviants, not those in the primary oral cultures, in the sense that it is we 
who have moved away from the foundational oral world. 

It is true that the advances made possible by writing, print, and elec- 
tronics are magnificent human achievements that can hardly be realized 
in cultures dominated by those modes of verbalizing which have just been 
sampled here. But oral modes of verbalizing such as those instanced here 
are also indisputably human and have been antecedents of those modes 
which are more familiar to us. They show what a distance was traversed 
when the mind was empowered by writing—empowered not just for the 
production of texts but for the production of new modes of oral speech 
and thought. Havelock contrasts the chirographically organized mind of 
Plato and his followers with that of ancient Greek oral culture as repre- 
sented in Homer. But there were pre-Homeric Greeks, too, and still more 
remote ancestors as well. If we had the evidence, we might well find that 
the ancestors of the early Greeks may have manifested verbalization pat- 
terns not entirely different from those reported by Reisman for the Anti- 
guan people or by Sherzer for the Cuna. These and similar reports situate 
language and thought in the real world, which is quite different from the 
textual world treated by deconstructionists but within which and out of 
which the use of language and the textual world itself eventually grows. 


LOGOS AND DIGITIZATION 


In this digitizing age of the computer, by a somewhat more than bimillen- 
nial hindsight, one can see something of the deep psychological history 
and prehistory of digitization reaching back to ancient Greek and its use 
of the term Jogos. What is noted here does not constitute the whole his- 
tory of digitization, but it is a central and very human part of its history 
and prehistory. 

Because the term Jogos is commonly translated today as “word,” it is 
readily connected with the world of oral speech. But the history of the 
term is more complex than such translation suggests. The ancient Greek 
term mythos, which yields our English “myth,” at its root means any- 
thing delivered by word of mouth and thus from the start was radically 
acoustic. From the start, it means word, speech, tale, story, and so on. 
The Indo-European root is meudh or mudh, and signifies to reflect, think 
over, consider—activities interior to the human being. The term Jogos, by 
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contrast, comes from the Indo-European root leg-, which is based radi- 
cally not in acoustics and oral speech at all, but rather founded on a spa- 
tialized, exteriorized, visual and/or tactile metaphor. 

Leg- is the same root which gives us our English term “lay” as well as 
the Greek verb legein, of which logos is a cognate. In ancient Greek legein 
means basically to pick up, gather, choose, count, arrange, and thus in- 
volves manipulation of discrete units. From this meaning, legein develops 
as an extended meaning “to recount, tell, relate’—that is, to pick out 
and lay matters in order by use of words. A multitude of terms in English 
(and other languages) cognate to the Greek Jegein incorporate in various 
ways this idea of ordering things in space: for example, collect, collection, 
select, eclectic (selectively out of order), catalogue. The Latin word for 
wood or firewood, lignum, comes from this same root, for firewood is 
something collected. The cognate Greek verb dialegein similarly means 
initially to pick out, to select, to separate (cf. digitization), from which its 
meaning is also extended to refer secondarily to discourse. It gives us our 
English term “dialogue” and its cognates. 

This sense of order (at root coming out of a spatial metaphor) remains 
operational when logos, the noun cognate to the verb legein, comes to 
be used, as it soon does, to signify also the spoken word: logos refers 
specifically, if often only by implication, to the ordering potential in the 
spoken word—as against the word’s more simply manifesting potential. 
As applied to mental processes, the noun logos means initially not just 
the spoken word as such, but, rather, computation, reckoning, account of 
money handled, hence treatment of cognitive matters in terms of discrete 
units—which are the basis of digitization. On the other hand, logos also 
develops a very generalized sense connected with discourse, coming to 
mean story, reason, rationale, conception, conversation, thought. Hence 
its meaning of “word”—but a meaning with a deep and complex history. 

In a recent book, Human Communication as Narration (5), Walter 
R. Fisher, drawing on Ijsseling as well as Versényi and others, has traced 
nicely some of the history of logos in pre-Platonic and post-Platonic Greek 
in a way that is helpful here. He points out that, as applied to human activ- 
ity and human productions generally, by extension of its original sense of 
gathering or putting in order, logos developed not only the very generalized 
set of meanings referring to speech and thought—“story, reason, rationale, 
conception, discourse, thought,” but an even more generalized sense so 
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that “all forms of human expression and communication—from epic to ar- 
chitecture, from biblical narrative to statuary—came within its purview.” 
These could all be exemplifications of logos. Logos, in this extended usage, 
carried with it its original sense of ordering (ultimately, as just noted, as- 
sociated with a spatial metaphor) which all of these and many other con- 
sciously directed human activities enforce or imply. Thus such seemingly 
diverse phenomena as speech and architecture might both be considered 
instances of logos because both exhibited ordering activity—they show 
what we today might think of as “rationality” or as “structure.” 

As logos developed from its original spatial-tactile-ordering meaning to 
mean word, speech, discourse, it could be used more or less synonymously 
with mythos, which had started with such meanings rooted in the audi- 
tory world, not with the spatially grounded meanings that underlay logos. 
Fisher goes on to note that the pre-Socratic philosophers, and even more 
Plato and Aristotle, undertook programmatically to oppose this synony- 
mous use of mythos and logos and to draw careful distinctions between 
the two terms. Plato’s contrast between mythos and logos is discussed 
in detail by Havelock in Preface to Plato (91, 236, 304 passim; see also 
Boman 68). 

If we consult Plato’s Gorgias, we find there (449-50) that Socrates 
wants to use the term logos for speech but objects to Gorgias’s use of logos 
to refer to speech generally rather than to speech precisely as a rational 
account. Much of the Gorgias is devoted to restricting logos to refer only 
to rational, carefully ordered—today we might say scientific—discourse 
and thought. Fisher continues: 


As a result of their [Plato’s and Aristotle’s] thinking, Jogos and mythos, 
which had been conjoined, were dissociated; Jogos was transformed from a 
generic term into a specific one, applying only to philosophical (later techni- 
cal) discourse. Poetical and rhetorical discourse were relegated to a second- 
ary or negative status respecting their connections with truth, knowledge, 
and reality. Poetic was given province over mythos; rhetoric was delegated 
to the realm where Jogos and mythos reign in dubious ambiguity. A histor- 
ical hegemonic struggle ensued among proponents of each of these three 
forms, and it lasts to this day. (5) 


Poetry and rhetoric were less rationalized: they belonged more with 
mythos in our sense of “myth” as a kind of nonscientific narrative. The 
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struggle between logic or dialectic on the one hand (the two were not 
always clearly distinguished) and on the other hand rhetoric (to which 
poetic was commonly assimilated) rocked back and forth through the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Ong, Ramus, Method passim). In the 
Renaissance it came to a kind of peak in Western culture when Francis 
I named Peter Ramus (Pierre de la Ramée, 1515-72) Regius Professor 
of Eloquence (i.e., rhetoric) and of Philosophy (i.e., knowledge regulated 
entirely by Jogos—such knowledge included the equivalent of our modern 
science). This academic appointment in Paris was to interrelate more effec- 
tively the two subjects of rhetoric and logic—that is, reductively, mythos 
and logos. The group of Regius Professors whom Francis I founded at 
Paris would after the French Revolution come to be known as the Collége 
de France (Ong, Ramus, Method 25-27 passim). Ramus’s prestige was 
tremendous: he was the first Dean of the Regius Professors—and thus, 
by anticipation of the today still active and prestigious Collége de France. 

The duration of the struggle between logic and rhetoric into the pres- 
ent day is attested by such things as the current fierce disputes in philoso- 
phy, linguistics, and language teaching regarding assignment of priority 
to scientific-type discourse or to rhetorically managed discourse. Such 
disputes have generated countless books and journals such as Philosophy 
and Rhetoric, where the issues are discussed with careful scholarly acu- 
men at times agitated to white heat. Is the human intellectual world and/ 
or lifeworld governed at root by logic, that is by purportedly clean-cut 
scientific thought, or by rhetoric, that is by less than clean-cut, argumen- 
tative discourse between existent human beings which is not fully or for- 
mally logical, although not anti-logical, discourse involving, beside logical 
elements, all sorts of nonarticulate elements, including the obscured, prac- 
tical, operational elements? 

We have hinted that Jogos in its root meaning is involved somehow 
in digitization—although all that Plato encompasses in logos cannot be 
reduced simply to digitization, as is amply evident from Kenneth See- 
skin’s Dialogue and Discovery: A Study in Socratic Method. By digi- 
tization is meant here the treatment of knowledge in terms of discrete 
units. This includes, for example, “treatment of natural language in 
mathematical-technological terms” (Heim, Electric Language 83), such as 
we find in computers. Digitization means reduction to separate, numer- 
able, forms, to digits. Knowledge thought of as so reduced we commonly 


Logos and Digitization 71 


designate as “information” or “data” (that is, what is “given”). The 
term “data” or “what is given” suggests not an oral, auditory world 
of knowledge allied to spoken words (the original habitat of mythos), 
that is, a world allied to verbalization, but suggests rather more directly 
a tactile-visual world, a world in which items are somehow physically 
“given” or handed over to us, are somehow placed “in hand,” a world 
where manipulation is possible (manus, at the root of “manipulation,” is 
the Latin word for “hand,” manipulus the Latin word for “handful”). To 
conceive of knowledge as “data,” as digitizing conceptualization today 
commonly does (the Latin digitus means finger), is to conceive of it as 
something that can be “handed around,” moved around, manipulated. 
Ultimately, digitization today culminates in the computer, with its com- 
mon binary digitization, the reduction of knowledge (data) to the most 
basic, most stark, most simple of numbers, binary digits, 0 and 1, which 
a computer “handles” not by conceptualization (as human beings typi- 
cally do) but simply by local motion, such as spatially separable units 
allow. Today, by digitization we commonly imply the use of complex in- 
struments or technological contrivances to process (move around) vast, 
oftentimes billions, of those most elemental units, counters, 0 and 1, or 
“no” and “yes.” Each “bit” of information in a digital computer is always 
the result of a choice between two alternatives, 0 or 1, no or yes. Such 
“bits” of information a computer moves around with amazing speed and 
complexity (often in clusters, or “bytes”). But in the last analysis, mov- 
ing around or manipulating such information—0 or 1, no or yes—is all 
a computer can do. The French term for computer makes the situation 
clear: in French, what English styles a “computer” is called an ordinateur, 


that is, an “arranger.” 


I 


Now for an organic and psychological excursus. “Digit,” “digital,” “dig- 
itize” and their cognates derive from the Latin term digitus, “finger.” This 
is no accident. The fingers are commonly, and cross-culturally the first in- 
struments of human digitization, the first instruments used from infancy 
for counting, processing knowledge numerically. Fingers are of course 
not numbers, but can be made to “stand for” numbers, as modifications 
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of computer chips, which are not numbers, can be taken to “stand for” 


3 6 3 6 


numbers. The concepts and/or words “one,” “two,” “three,” and so on 
are not visual-tactile existents. Fingers are. They are things which can 
be used to deal with other things numerically, as separate units, data, 
givens—chickens, cows, ships, or what have you, or even, more indirectly, 
with distinctly conceived abstractions such as “whiteness,” “democracy,” 
and so on—in terms of something else, namely fingers, which can be used 
conveniently to “stand for” all these other things that they are not, includ- 
ing abstract numbers. 

Here, in our fingers, we have a kind of archaic antecedent of the com- 
puter. The computer is a thing and the fingers are things. But the fingers 
are more: they are also a part of ourselves, not simply instruments or 
technological contrivances. If someone is hurting your finger, you can say, 
“You are hurting me.” As parts of ourselves, these archaic antecedents of 
the computer are familiar, not strange or foreign. And they are distinct 
from one another only toward their tips: at their bottom ends, they form 
a part of a larger whole in that they are somehow one, united in my hand, 
and united to me. 

Digitizing items with the fingers thus does not merely separate the items 
at one end but somehow also domesticates and humanizes them at the 
other, making them easy to live with and deal with, hooking them up with 
ourselves. What a wonderful arrangement for a child learning to count, to 
digitize! Here we have estrangement (Fremdheit or Entfremdung) on which 
all method depends, as Gadamer, following Dilthey, explains at length 
(146ff., 349ff.), but not entire, terrifying, estrangement, because the fingers 
as counters function as separate from me but not entirely separate from 
me. Our fingers make a big difference: the decimal numeric system, the 
dominant system across the world, appears to be based on the ten fingers. 

To arrive at a more sophisticated digitization, the reduction of all 
counting to combinations of 0 and 1, as we do for computerized digitiza- 
tion today, more than fingers were needed. What was needed ultimately 
was a technology, something outside the human body, as the fingers are 
not, something admitting of limitless sophistication, so that it could deal 
(indirectly) even with words themselves. What was needed was first writ- 
ing, next print, and ultimately an ordinateur, an electronic “arranger” or 


computer. 
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From what appears here, the concept of order, arrangement, seems to be 
tied ineluctably to a spatial metaphor. The Latin-derived English “order,” 
Latin ordo, connects with the Indo-European root ar-, meaning to fit to- 
gether. When the spatially grounded root leg- appears in terms referring 
to intellectual activity, the idea of spatialized order is generally involved, 
as has been seen: dialect, elect, collect, and so on. Order is often a very 
desirable good and can be indispensable to intelligence and understand- 
ing, but to reduce intelligence simply to order is to trivialize intelligence. 
When we say we understand a matter in depth, we mean more than that 
we can break it into ordered parts. Computers are not themselves intel- 
ligent, yet provide the ultimate in ordering. We often say that we under- 
stand another person. Personal relations are a deep human need and good, 
and they themselves can and do generate all sorts of order. But to try to re- 
duce personal relations simply to order annihilates such relations. Persons 
are not things. To say that I have a personal relationship with you means 
more than saying that I am ordered to or by you, or that I can dissect my- 
self and you into neat pieces. 

With these reflections on the root meaning of Jogos and of the polar- 
ization of logos and mythos effected after the pre-Socratics by Plato and 
carried forward by Aristotle, it is possible to state a general theorem about 
digitization which connects our present computer culture in a deeply sig- 
nificant way, it appears, to the ancient Greek world. We start with the 
original spoken word, which is nontechnological, produced by the un- 
aided human body alone. 

The theorem is this: each application of a new technology to the origi- 
nal, nontechnological spoken word has clearly moved toward greater and 
greater digitization, radically binary, from the time of the ancient Greeks 
to the present time in three readily discernible stages. That is to say, the 
computer is the third stage in binary digitization development beginning 
with vowelized alphabetic writing and moving through print to the com- 
puter itself. Binary digitization of language and thought has been growing 
toward the computer for over two millennia. 

Needless to say, the foregoing theorem is not proposed to explain ev- 
erything regarding the development of binary digitization. Other forces 
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beyond those considered here are at work variously in various parts of 
Western culture (which is our basic concern here), not to mention other 
cultures of the world. Sociological, political, philosophical, religious, and 
many other kinds of developments are in play. The theorem here regarding 
the application of technology to the originally vocal (nontechnologized) 
word is offered for whatever it is worth in connection with other con- 
siderations. It does appear important and what it refers to would seem 
to interact with many other developments and to make the whole more 
intelligible. The theorem might be considered as a partial hermeneutic 
of the history of verbalization and of other communication as well as of 
thought itself. 

After counting on the fingers, the first great move toward digitiza- 
tion to which we are attending here followed on the development of 
the technology of writing, and in particular on the development by the 
ancient Greeks of the first fully vowelized or vocalized alphabet and 
on the effect, described by Havelock (Preface) on Socratic-Platonic- 
Aristotelian thought. The second great move toward digitization, more 
intensive than the first, followed on the development of the technology 
of printing, and its consequences are evidenced most strikingly—though 
far from uniquely—in the work of Peter Ramus and his thousands of fol- 
lowers (Ong, Ramus, Method). The third great move toward digitization, 
far more intensive and spectacular, but no more real, than the previous 
two, has followed on the development of the electronic technology of the 
computer. 

This theorem is proposed first as assisting our understanding of the 
development of communication and thought, especially in its scientized 
form, in the West. Application of digitizing technology to the word has 
not been the only factor affecting this development (see especially Seeskin). 
Social structures, economic patterns, politics, religion, and many other 
factors have had their effects. But, it appears that the application of the 
technologies of writing, print, and electronics to the word is intertwined 
with many, if not most, of the other forces of mutation in the Western 
human lifeworld. (See, e.g., Goody, Logic of Writing; Graff; Eisenstein, 
Printing Press; Ong, Ramus, Method; Presence; Orality.) 

Secondly, the theorem is not proposed as alarmist: the pattern it ad- 
verts to should not be taken as threatening or unacceptable but simply as 
indicating a state of affairs which deserves to be studied further—much 
further than is possible here. 
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Thirdly, assigning Plato a major role in the movement toward digi- 
tization of the word is certainly not to minimize all of Plato’s count- 
less other accomplishments, much less to reduce them all to forms of 
digitization—although it may variously relate them to digitization. The 
dialectic in Plato’s Socratic dialogues involves much more than a move 
toward digitization. 

Finally, needless to say, the effects of the shift from orality to writing 
to print to electronics have not been exactly the same in all cultures, al- 
though they have not been entirely different either. Here we are attending 
chiefly to a central line of development in the West. 


IV 


Of course, it is patent that the over-all thrust of Plato’s thought was to- 
ward some kind of total synthesis of truth. Yet, in the perspectives in use 
here, the new technology of writing marked Plato’s thought and consti- 
tuted the first of three definitive steps toward digitization. As has been 
seen, Havelock’s Preface to Plato and subsequent works by others (see 
Ong, Orality; “Writing” ) have made it clear how Plato’s insistence on ex- 
cluding the poets from his republic and on replacing their mode of think- 
ing with the dialectic (binary) mode was a consequence of changes in 
thought conditioned by the greater and greater interiorization of alpha- 
betic writing, and in particular of the vocalic alphabet which the Greeks 
had developed out of the initial Semitic consonantal alphabet. The use 
of the vocalic alphabet for writing promoted analytic thinking as against 
the more holistic thinking of oral cultures (Ong, Orality, 31-77; “Writ- 
ing”). As earlier noted, Havelock has pointed out how in Homer, and to 
a lesser degree in Hesiod, the drive of Greek thought was toward iden- 
tification of the knower and the known: the hearer of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey acquired the old-style, pre-Socratic Greek education by identify- 
ing with Achilles and Ulysses and others and thus absorbing the culture 
they represented. This identification was the deep message which the most 
highly developed oral verbalization, the epic, conveyed, the common pub- 
lic education that the earlier Greek culture provided itself in its use of lan- 
guage and thought. 

Plato’s approach was different from that of the oral poets, whom he re- 
garded as retrograde sponsor of mythos as against logos. Plato’s approach 
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employed a divide-and-conquer technique, not only in separating the 
knower from the known but also in arriving at abstract conclusions con- 
cerning the known by a dialectical yes-or-no binary procedure, as in his 
carefully contrived Socratic dialogues. As has just been noted, Plato of 
course aimed ultimately at a grand synthesis of truth, and so did Socrates, 
who passionately believed in the use of careful discussion between human 
beings and, with this discussion, fostered constant concern with the ethi- 
cal (Seeskin). Such concern with the ethical as such differentiates Socratic 
dialogue from simple digitization. Yet Socrates’s thrust in the dialogues 
was to isolate issues and decide each item so far as possible in terms of bi- 
nary yes or no, often by showing that the view opposed to his was wrong 
and by thus revealing the truth. Socrates (and Plato) wanted explanation: 
When you say what you say, precisely what do you mean? As Havelock 
(Preface) has shown, even though Plato’s text represents the Socratic dia- 
logues as oral discourse, this is a kind of discussion directed by a mind 
formed in a writing culture. Socratic-type dialogue is not a feature of a 
primary oral culture. Logos calls for yes-no responses, as mythos does 
not, and as computers later would. The strength of the Greek drive to- 
ward yes-no responses is confirmed by G. E. R. Lloyd, who, in his Polarity 
and Analogy, has shown how, by circumstantial comparison with a large 
number of other cultures across the world, ancient Greek thought from 
the pre-Socratics on specialized markedly in differentiation (“polarity”). 


V 


The relationship of print to the formation and propagation of dichoto- 
mized patterns of thought has been worked out in detail in connection 
with the printed works of Peter Ramus (Pierre de la Ramée, 1515-72), 
the French educational reformer and philosopher (Ong, Ramus, Method). 
Until our computer age, Ramus was perhaps the most avid promoter of 
dichotomization (binary digitation) for all human thought whom the 
world has seen. As compared to ancient Greek logic, medieval logic had 
moved toward greater and greater quantification (Ong, Ramus, Method 
54-91) but, aided by the new invention of print, Ramus in his own way 
went spectacularly further. He promoted digitization through printed di- 
chotomized tables consisting of spatially ordered printed words. 
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In earlier schematizations at logic in the early days of print, before this 
new technology of print had been fully interiorized so as to affect thought in 
depth, iconographic models of thought processes, including iconographic 
models of logic itself, survived. Thus in his Logica memorativa (Strasbourg 
1509), Thomas Murner (1475-37) explained the structure and function 
of logic in pictorial symbols (see Ong, Ramus, Method 84-89). Murner 
used such iconographic symbols as human and animal figures, bells (to 
denote enunciations—made with sounded words), weights (representing 
affirmative propositions), ropes (which stopped movement of the weights 
and thereby symbolized negative propositions), birds of different species 
to represent propositions with no common term, a schoolmaster with his 
switches (to extract logical answers from the pupils), and so on. (See figure |.) 
All these designs were related to one another in illustrations accompanied 
by a text to explain what logic was and how it worked. 

Some forty years later, when the effect of print had sunk more deeply 
into the psyche, Ramus and his followers replaced such mind-boggling 
diagrams of his predecessors simply with printed dichotomized outlines 
of words displayed in space, producing what were in effect precocious 
computer flow-charts (Ong, Ramus, Method [1983 edition], viii, 86, 87, 
202, 317) explaining the organization of the logic of science by splitting 
it up into various “parts,” all binary, these into further binary parts, and 
so on. (See figure 2.) 

Dichotomized outlines are not entirely new with print. They occur 
occasionally in manuscripts before printing. But, as compared to ordi- 
nary continuous text, which can be multiplied by dictation to any num- 
ber of scribes for simultaneous copying, elaborate dichotomized outlines 
or other diagrams demand individual visual access for copying and are 
subject to many copying errors. They are hard to reproduce manually. 
With print, however, once an outline, however complicated, is set up in 
print-controlled space, it can be multiplied on a press as readily as contin- 
uous text. The almost incredibly widespread use of dichotomized outline 
charts by Ramus and his followers is thus a consequence of the new print 
technology (see Ong, Ramus, Method 79). 

Ramus’s outlines, made up simply of printed words connected by lines 
in flow-chart form, divided logic itself into two parts, “invention” and 
“judgment,” then each of these into two, then each of the resulting divi- 
sions into two, each of these into two more, and so on until the entire 
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science had purportedly been entirely outlined in binary divisions. The 
digitization he applied to logic, Ramus insisted, also should apply to all 
organized human thinking on any and all subjects (Ong, Ramus, Method 
225-69). Ramists printed dichotomized outlines of everything imagin- 
able, from the Hebrew alphabet to the life of Cicero and even the bubonic 
plague (Ong, Ramus, Method 300-301). Ramus’s mind-set was recog- 
nized by his contemporaries as what we today would style digitized. The 
Duke of Guise in Kit Marlowe’s play The Massacre of Paris gives voice to 
a widespread perception when he characterizes Ramus as a “flat dichoto- 
mist” (Ong, Ramus, Method 199). As Frances Yates (234-35) has so well 
put it, Ramus practiced “inner iconoclasm,” substituting for Murner’s 
kind of elaborate and elusive iconographic imagery mere printed words 
arranged spatially in pairs, which were subdivided into further pairs, until 
the subject was exhausted. 

The use of such printed charts by Ramus and his epigone was intellec- 
tually block-busting in its implications. Ramus’s followers were numbered 
in the tens of thousands and the massive effects of his work, direct and 
indirect, in Western Europe and the American colonies, have not yet been 
traced entirely. His followers were, if anything, more rabid binary digitiz- 
ers than Ramus himself. In 1618 Marcus Rutimeier published in Bern his 
Idea methodica, subtitled Analysis logica, in which not only the subject 
headings but every single sentence and/or word of the text of Ramus’s 
Dialectica (the term was used synonymously with Logica) is spitted on 
dichotomized tables (Figure 2; Ong, Ramus, Method 317). Ramism leads 
directly to the linguistics of Cartesianism (Ong, Ramus, Method 307) and 
of John Locke. 


VI 


With the advent of electronic processing, the computer of course has car- 
ried to points previously inconceivable the digitization patterns adum- 
brated by Plato and his followers and institutionalized more spectacularly 
by Ramus and his followers with the aid of print. Today, the seemingly 
unlimited possibilities of computerized digitization are being worked out 
still further, ad infinitum. 
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Recognition of the pattern in evidence now for well over two millen- 
nia, since ancient Greece, should make the digitization process endemic to 
the computer perhaps a bit less threatening than it may appear to many. 
The computer is not an utterly new development. It represents the most 
recent stage in the technologizing of the word which began with writ- 
ing, and most notably with vocalic alphabetic writing, and which was 
intensified by print. Each new technology applied to the originally spo- 
ken word restructures thought. As Havelock and others have done in the 
case of writing and as I and others have done in the case of print, so, in 
his Electric Language Michael Heim has undertaken to work out some 
of the noetic restructuring brought on by the advent of the computer. 
But it could be argued that this latest restructuring is no more drastic 
than that entailed when vocalic alphabetic writing separated logos de- 
finitively from mythos and took the first definitive steps into the modern 
scientific world by dislodging the word from sound and committing it 
programmatically—though never entirely—to space (see Havelock, The 
Muse Learns to Write). It will be recalled that the concept itself of logos 
has deep roots in spatial order, from which it was extended to verbaliza- 
tion and thought. 


vil 


A few more reflections are in order concerning what digitization entails. 
Treating of the ultimate (thus far) digitization found in the computer, Heim 
states that “When something is digitized, it is interpreted as a sequence of 
numbers, numbers that have a precision that cannot be experienced di- 
rectly in the original phenomenon, though the original phenomenon may 
have a precision that cannot be reduced to quantities or numerical rela- 
tionships” (84). Earlier computers were analog computers, which dealt 
with materials not entirely reducible to quantities or numerical relation- 
ships, but analog computers have by now been replaced almost entirely 
by digital computers (Hogrebe). With electronics, digitization is carrying 
the day in most areas of communication, from ordinary word-processing 
through three-dimensional computer simulations back into the world of 
sound itself, with digitized sound recordings and sound-production, and 
even digitized television. 
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A thermometer can perhaps serve as a useful example of what has been 
going on here. A column of mercury in a vacuum tube can be compared to 
an analog computer. The mercury moves up and down in a way compara- 
ble to, analogous to the outside temperature. If the outside temperature is 
never fixed but always in flow, changing, the column of mercury is behav- 
ing the same way. If we impose a numerical scale on the mercury column, 
we convert it into a digital computer. Now the movement of the mercury 
is measured in discrete digits. It is calculated as moving from 40 degrees 
to 41 degrees, or to 41.5 degrees, or to 41.52 degrees, or to 41.528741 
degrees, depending on how finely one wishes to divide the numerical units. 
Imposition of these units makes the instrument more useful. But the units 
also leave out something, or entail a certain falsification. For the mercury 
in the tube can be constantly in motion, never stopping at any of the digits 
at which we consider it to be fixed. High technology seeks to solve the 
problem here by digitizing into smaller and smaller units, down, let us say, 
to millionths of a degree. The effect is that, to all intents and purposes, 
the difference between truly continuous motion and digitized motion can 
ultimately be disregarded. A few millionths of a degree makes ultimately 
no great difference to the human sensibility. 

Strangely, despite the neglect of the truly continuous motion and the 
resort to utterly minuscule falsification, extremely fine digitization can in 
fact make for greater human accuracy. Dealing directly with the column 
of mercury without digitization, dealing with it as a true analog of the 
real temperature presumably never fixed at any point, could not possibly 
be managed very exactly at all. Treating the continuous as noncontinuous 
can be managed so as to provide tremendous advantages. (We will have 
to bypass the complex and at this point unrealistic questions about the 
possible constitution of matter in exact digital particles moving in exact 
digital patterns.) 

To sense what is at stake here, it may be well to take the instance of the 
clock or watch. Timepieces of this sort represent an early example of digi- 
tization which remains perhaps the most spectacular example of all. For 
in the human lifeworld the least digitizable phenomenon would appear to 
be time itself. The time through which we move in our living experience 
simply has no clean-cut divisions in itself as time at all. Tempus fugit, time 
runs away, you cannot stop it. There are of course successions of days and 
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seasons, but the break from one day to the next is not the kind of thing a 
clock makes it out to be. No one can find precisely the motionless instant 
at which yesterday clicked into today at what we consider to be midnight. 
You can get closer and closer to the hypothetical exact digitized instant, 
but the closer you get, the clearer it is that it cannot be found. For there 
was no motionless instant. Time was flowing without interruption. The 
interruptions we use—changes of light, of seasonal temperatures, and so 
on—are not time itself. They are occurrences in time. Time itself simply 
marches on. 

Now a clock or watch pretends that matters are otherwise, that some- 
how there are separable units into which time can be divided—hours, 
minutes, seconds, tenths of seconds, and so on. A clock or watch is use- 
ful and indeed indispensable today in high-technology cultures, but most 
cultures have never used clocks or watches and many still do not. In 
high-technology cultures we have made clocks and watches so much a 
part of ourselves, so interiorized them in our psychic life that only with 
gargantuan effort can we distance ourselves from them to sense what they 
really are and what time really is independently of their measurements. 

The deep effects within the psyche of the digitization of time make 
themselves felt overwhelmingly in the limp watches of Salvador Dali’s famous 
painting, The Persistence of Memory. Here the faces of watches, regulatory in- 
struments which digitize time, the unmanageable, the essentially undigitizable, 
are disturbingly deprived of their prim flatness and neat precision by being 
draped misshapenly and listlessly over furniture and other objects. In these dis- 
torted, limp watches, which cannot possibly work, a deep symbol of the pre- 
cision that marks the age of science based so heavily on interpreting reality in 
sequences of rigidly fixed numbers (on the faces of watches involved further with 
geometrical figures, circularity, and so on) has collapsed. The shock to the psyche 
is profound, and it is no accident that this is one of Dali’s most famous paintings 
in our digitizing age. On the occasion of his recent death, it was the painting that 
a great many, if not most, of the media accounts called attention to, without, so 
far as I know, any of the analysis just stated here. Perhaps this painting lies at the 
very heart of Dali’s significance for his era. The retrospective title of the paint- 
ing itself is informative: The Persistence of Memory. Human memory dwells in 
time and is more than just recall: it is, strictly speaking, nondigitizable, as is the 
case with time itself. When we remember something, the memory has always a 
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context, and a variable context, not the same today as yesterday. Human 
memory belongs with thought as such: it is not computerized recall. 


Vill 


What does the movement toward greater and greater digitization in our 
culture imply in that restructuring of the human lifeworld that we all sense 
is well under way across the globe? One of the results of the tremendous 
power of digitization in aiding verbalization and thought has been inevi- 
tably the dream of producing “artificial intelligence,” the dream that the 
computer will eventually be able to do everything that the human mind 
can do. There is a literature on this subject simply too vast to be engaged 
here. Some of the literature has been reviewed by J. David Bolter in his 
Turing’s Man: Western Culture in the Computer Age (see also Dreyfus, 
Mind over Machine), although the literature continues to grow by leaps 
and bounds year by year. 

The present perspectives, however, suggest several specific reasons why 
the computer cannot match human language and thought. First, as has 
been seen, human language and thought are embedded in the nonver- 
bal, the total human, historical, existential environment of utterance, with 
which they interact dialectically to produce meaning. This total environ- 
ment cannot be entered into the computer. To digitize it would require 
infinite digitization. Second, language and thought are grounded not only 
in what is said but also in what is not said, in silence. This, again, cannot 
be digitized for computer processing. Thirdly, neither can the computer of 
itself enter into the personal dialogical relationship which involves both 
consciousness and the unconscious, the total human environment. 

Artificial intelligence assumes that human intellectual processes reduce 
to the sort of thing that computers do so well. But the reduction is radi- 
cally incomplete. Language and thought are only partly and superficially 
assimilable to digitization for reasons with which these reflections here 
have been dealing throughout. The totality of intellectual and verbal pro- 
cesses escapes computerization insofar as the totality is more than merely 
rational, beyond even the fuzziest “fuzzy logic.” Bolter argues well (238) 
that “synthetic intelligence” would be a better term than “artificial intel- 
ligence” for the ventures being undertaken under this latter name. The 
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computer can aid intelligence virtually without limit. But it is not intel- 
ligent and cannot be. 


IX 


The near obsession with hermeneutics in the academic world today ap- 
pears to be a countervalent to the computerization, the digitation that af- 
fects us all, directly and indirectly. For the digitization drive that makes 
high-technology cultures today and is spreading across the world as all 
cultures come more and more into the ambit of high technology has been 
accompanied by the intense concern with hermeneutics and related sub- 
jects of which we have been treating here. Digitization is a fractioning 
movement. It sections actuality and thought and language into smaller 
and smaller pieces—pieces finally so small that humanly we can no lon- 
ger keep track of them, so that what we seem to have in hand is not pieces 
but continuity, integrity, wholes—but these are always fractioned wholes, 
however insensibly minute the fractioned wholes, however insensibly 
minute the fractions are. Hermeneutics or interpretation follows a dialec- 
tically complementary pattern. It aims at defractioning, at merging at ho- 
listic apprehension of truth. As has frequently been noted here earlier, to 
interpret anything totally requires knowledge of everything, since every- 
thing relates ultimately to everything else, not digitally but existentially. 

As has been seen, a closed system of any kind is impossible. When you 
conclude an explanation, for practical purposes in the given situation you 
may be finished, but, on further grounds—grounds not worth traversing 
at the time but still there—further questions are still possible. Total ex- 
planation, which no one realistically envisions or aims at, could conclude 
only when all is related to all. Hermeneutics in some way ambitions ulti- 
mately to embed everything in the seamless web of history. 

It is arguable that both an intense commitment to digitization, fraction- 
ing, and an intense commitment to hermeneutics, holistics, are equally 
marks of our age. Moreover, digital computers are being used to expe- 
dite hermeneutics (although of themselves they necessarily fall short of 
being truly hermeneutical) and hermeneutics is being used (as here) to deal 
(imperfectly) with digitization, to try to relate digitation nondigitally or 
transdigitally to everything else. Perhaps nothing hints more directly how 
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dialectically human thought is structured than this dual allegiance here. 
Allied to the totalizing effect of hermeneutics is the totalizing concern 
with the universe manifest in the ecological mentality that marks our age. 
Perhaps a final personal reflection would be in place here. The late Profes- 
sor William K. Wimsatt and I were dear friends. I dedicated one of my 
books, Interfaces of the Word, to him, noting in the dedication that he had 
once told me, “I am a space man, you are a time man.” As a space man, 
William Wimsatt was passionately committed to logic, and to collecting 
(putting together in spatial order—remember that the root of logos refers 
to gathering, collecting) many sorts of things: Native American Indian 
artifacts, postage stamps, rock specimens (all duly polished in a polishing 
drum and then displayed), portraits of Alexander Pope. His last book was 
an inventory of portraits of Pope, all arranged in order of their relation- 
ship to one another. I, too, am in favor of logic, but I like to remind myself 
that logic is an afterthought. And I feel sure that Wimsatt would agree: 
he and I both believed in both time and space, although we might tend to 
specialize differently. 

In many senses, logic, as formally conceived structure, is an after- 
thought. Human beings had to do a lot of thinking, hundreds of thou- 
sands of years of thinking, before they discovered, following on the 
development of the fully vocalized alphabet some 2700 years ago, what 
we now call formal logic. Logic applies to what has already been thought, 
in the sense which Gadamer has hammered down: there is no completely 
logical method for setting up a way to get into full truth. We can keep our 
thinking and experiments as logical as possible, but the truth has to be 
worked out to some degree at random and then tested for logicality after 
we have stumbled on it by ways which may well involve some logic but 
involve much more besides (Tyler, The Said). 


10 


HERMENEUTICS IN CHILDREN’S 
LEARNING TO SPEAK 


It is possible to discuss the learning of languages by children in terms of 
hermeneutic or interpretive processes involved, and indeed to view learn- 
ing to speak as an exercise in interpretation—bringing out what is con- 
cealed in a given manifestation. For a child just learning to speak, in a 
special way words at first conceal much more than they reveal. Here we 
shall make an effort to discuss language learning very briefly as an inter- 
pretive or hermeneutic project. 

A common, relatively unreflective, view of language considers it as a 
naming system. In this view, children learn language by simply learning to 
put names on things and actions and, ultimately, on all sorts of quite ab- 
stract concepts. They learn this naming process simply by imitating adults. 
We may even be inclined to think of naming as “labeling.” But “label” is 
a script-based concept. Oral cultures have no way of conceiving of a word 
in this fashion, as something seen. A friend of mine who has done rather 
massive field work in the islands of southeast Asia has told me of oral 
peoples there who feel that a word names something because the thing in 
question “calls out” its name. 
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As John McShane’s review and critique of recent literature in his 
Learning to Talk shows, a child does not acquire language by learn- 
ing first simply individual words applied to things and then putting the 
words together grammatically to form sentences. Children work first not 
with words that they feel as words in the way adults do, but rather with 
utterances—sounded, vocal creations which first are more or less of a 
piece with other events and things in which a child finds himself or her- 
self embedded. The context of language learning is communal and social. 
McShane (2-10) instances the use of “mummy” by a very young child 
not to label mother but to secure certain results, such as an adult might, 
for example, secure by means of a word such as “help.” “Mummy” trig- 
gers responses: it can secure food, drink, mere attention. “Mummy” does 
something. It is a functional utterances rather than a designative name. Re- 
flecting on observations such as these, a friend of mine recently remarked 
to me that her infant daughter uses “mummy” quite indifferently for her 
mother herself and for her baby-sitter or other persons to get results. 

Children have to learn from interactions with others how sounds they 
make function in intentional settings (Fletcher and Garman). McShane 
notes that “Words, qua words, do not have salience for the child ini- 
tially. . . . Language development is best studied as the development of 
intentional communication” (l1). As Tyler puts it (The Said 26), a baby 
lives “in an environment predestined to interpret his cries as meaningful 
messages.” As caretakers systematically respond “to the child’s utterances 
as if these utterance are intentional . . . the child will thus come to learn 
that there are contingent relations between his or her own utterances and 
the behavior of other people” (McShane 146). 

It should be noted that what “intentional” refers to here is not the no- 
tion that a speaker has an always explicitly definable intention in a given 
utterance. What the intention is will be a matter not merely of words but 
of the total existential situation, which includes uttered words but which 
cannot, as we have seen earlier, be made totally explicit verbally. The child 
needs to pick up simply the notion that words have “intention” that is 
specifically verbal, that they are meant to function as nonwords do not, 
to symbolize in particular ways. Finding out exactly what an individual 
word or words “intends” is a matter of hermeneutics, of interpretation, 
which is precisely one of the things the child has to work through in work- 
ing with “intention.” 
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An instance of a child’s early relationship to writing may be of help 
here. I recall a Candid Camera television show of a few years ago in which 
an adult asked a youngster some four years old, “Can you write?” “Yes,” 
she beamed back confidently. “Show me,” the man requested. The little 
girl scrawled a long, twisted, looped-over line on the blackboard provided 
by the show. “That’s fine,” her adult interlocutor said pleasantly, “but 
I can’t read it.” “I can,” the little girl said, and went on, “ ‘Once upon a 
time a little girl . . ..” The situation was clear. The child understood that 
writing had something to do with the production of speech, and, although 
she had no clear idea of how it worked, she wanted very much to get into 
the act, and did, in her own way. There are analogies with the learning of 
oral speech here. Children know that with speech something is going on 
out there, and they want to get into it but to do so they have gradually to 
figure out what it is that is going on. 

Eventually, McShane shows, with a very limited range of utterances 
or sound creations which produce desired results, such as a few words 
constituting personal names and words such as look, to direct attention, 
more to request recurrence, here, there, no, and so on, the child begins to 
master more fully more exact intentional situations in which words can 
function in quite specific, predictable ways (McShane 140 passim). But 
this does not lead immediately to structured language, to “grammar,” as 
McShane points out. What leads to grammar, structured language, is the 
development of naming, which means not simply the utterance of names 
(such as “mummy” above here) but the development of the concept of 
what naming is, “a particular conceptual relationship between language 
and the world” (McShane 147), or, we might say, between the word and 
the nonverbal. This concept develops gradually. Language learning does 
not start with naming. In this sense, language learning is not logocentric. 
In the child, language grows out of the fact that “although the child does 
not initially possess an intention of using language to name objects .. . 
nevertheless his or her utterances are treated [by caretakers and others] as 
if they were attempted naming” (146). 

At this point, we become involved in the mysterious intersubjectivity 
of human beings. It has been noted earlier that in order for me to say 
anything to you, I have to have in advance some conjectural feedback, 
have to be able to conjecture what you might say in response to what I am 
about to say. If I am speaking to a five-year-old, I speak differently from 


88 Part I: Language as Hermeneutic 


the way I would speak to an adult. I have in my own mind a sense of the 
child’s mind or of the adult’s mind, as the case may be. Somehow, I have 
to be inside another’s consciousness in order to have something to say or 
even to think. 

The mysterious intersubjectivity which marks human consciousness 
and which can only be pointed to but not fully explained here, lies at the 
basis of all use of names and indeed of all words as words. In learning 
to speak a language, the child has to learn to interpret intersubjectively. 
For a sound to function as a word, the speaker has to intend that the 
sound he or she makes so function—that is, that the sound is not just a 
noise but has some specially intended purpose of its own. And the hearer 
has to know that the speaker so intends the word to function as a name. 
Further, the speaker has to know that the hearer knows that he or she 
so intends. And all this network has to be set up initially without being 
explained in words, for it lies beneath the use of words as words. It lies 
in our intersubjectivity, in our being able to be aware of and, in a way, to 
participate in and interpret the subjective consciousness of other human 
beings. Hermeneutic or interpretive activity, like intentionality, precedes 
as well as accompanies naming as such. For the child is interpreting word 
and context for quite practical purposes before he or she can put together 
a grammatical utterance. 

Our purpose here is not to explicate in detail all that goes on in learn- 
ing language and the implications of naming, but simply to adduce enough 
evidence to show that from the start language learning is not essentially an 
exercise in affixing names and structuring them in relation to one another 
but is a complex hermeneutic or interpretive process, involving the entire 
world in which the child is situated, and involving intersubjectivity. 

Keller’s report (Story 34-37) referred to earlier brings out the intersub- 
jectivity inseparable from the objectivity that words involve. All in one 
moment, the deaf and blind Helen suddenly realized that the “w-a-t-e-r” 
that her teacher Anne Sullivan was spelling onto her hand as she held her 
hand under the “water” was a name that meant “the wonderful cooling 
something that was flowing over my hand.” Simultaneously, she knew 
that there was an existent that a word (in her case apprehended tactilely) 
could represent, that what she felt flowing over her hand was water, that 
Miss Sullivan knew it was water and knew that Helen knew it was water 
and knew that Helen knew that she, Miss Sullivan, knew that it was water, 


Hermeneutics in Children’s Learning to Speak 89 


and so on. The intersubjective world and the objective, named world 
bloomed simultaneously, each interpreting the other. The act of naming, 
not “presenting” but representing, she now grasped. 

There are of course incalculably more things to say about how children 
learn language. The point here, however, is simply to instance how the 
process is drastically hermeneutical, a process of bringing out something 
concealed in a given manifestation. At first, language conceals from the 
child learning it far more than it reveals. Gradually, it reveals more. 


11 


LANGUAGE, TECHNOLOGY, 
AND THE HUMAN 


Gadamer’s point that all language is essentially writable and gains by 
being written is certainly well taken (Truth and Method 354). But by the 
same token all language is also essentially printable and electronically pro- 
cessible, and gains by being printed and electronically processed. The fact 
that certain losses are entailed in the gains thus achieved, as has been ear- 
lier suggested, does not make the gains less real. If writing is a technol- 
ogy that transforms thought (Ong, Orality; Presence; “Writing”) and if 
the technology of print further transforms thought (Ong, Orality; “Sam- 
uel Johnson”) and if electronic technology effects comparable transforma- 
tions in thought, as Heim has shown, it would appear that technology has 
a much closer interior bond with human consciousness than is commonly 
allowed for. For instance, modern musical instruments that have made the 
modern orchestra possible are the result of technology, as never before 
(Bekker). Yet these technologized instruments express what is truly human 
in ways impossible without the technology. Technology is not external to, 
but part of human life, including the operations within intellectual life. 
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In dealing with language, we are dealing with a phenomenon closely 
entwined with human technological competence, which takes language 
from its original oral habitat—nontechnological, for no tools are nor- 
mally involved in oral speaking—to a technologically managed visual or 
visual-tactile world and, through this world, into a world of secondary 
orality, the world of radio and television and VCRs and all the rest, where 
the use of vocal and other sound is dependent on the technologies of writ- 
ing, print, and now electronics. 

Language is deeply embedded in the nonlinguistic from the start of 
human history and from the start of individuals’ language-learning history. 
If this connection of language is not attended to and language is treated on 
purportedly purely linguistic grounds, any language—oral, and/or textual 
and/or electronic—deconstructs itself from start to finish. The recent work 
on orality-writing-print-electronic contrasts suggests that the alliance of lan- 
guage and thought with technology must be taken into account in interpretive 
or hermeneutic procedures, as it has been in the work of Parry, Lord, Have- 
lock, Eisenstein, Heim, and many others. In The Humiliation of the Word, 
Jacques Ellul has underlined some of the problems which have arisen as the 
word has been moved from the oral to the visual world, but we must remem- 
ber that the kind of closely reasoned critique which Ellul produces would be 
quite impossible until the word has been transformed technologically into 
the visual world by writing and print. The Humiliation of the Word is not 
only thought out in analytic forms of thought unknown before the technol- 
ogy of writing but is also a product of the technological-visual medium of 
print (now commonly produced through electronic word processing). 

What can all this mean in all its aspects for the future of humankind? 
The intrinsic involvement of language and thought with technology ap- 
pears to be testimony to the unity of humankind not only with itself but 
with all the rest of the universe. The old dichotomy of the interior and the 
exterior remains valid. We know it, each of us, in his or her own life: the 
interiority of the “I” each of us speaks contrasts with the exteriority of 
the world with which we are surrounded. As phenomenological studies 
have made a commonplace, interior and exterior meet in the body, which 
is included in the interior “I” or “me,” as well as in the exterior world. 
“Quit kicking me,” we say, not “Quit kicking my body.” Yet parts of this 
body can be excised while the “I” remains completely intact. All this is 
well known, if far from entirely explained. 
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But the involvement of interior and exterior found in the intimate con- 
nections between language and thought on the one side and the technolo- 
gies of writing, print, and electronics on the other is something relatively 
new to our reflective consciousness. It must enter now into our efforts to 
interpret, to explain, how language and thought are involved in every- 
thing else in and around us. Awareness of these connections must more 
and more shape our hermeneutic of human existence. 

The age in which human existence is now framed, the age in which 
human life and technology so massively and intimately interact can well 
be styled not only the information age and the age of interpretation, but. 
perhaps even more inclusively, the ecological age, in principle an age of 
total interconnectedness, where everything on the earth, and even in the 
entire universe, is interconnected with everything else, not only in itself 
but, ideally, in human understanding and activity. In “The American Col- 
lege in the Ecological Age,” Thomas Berry has proposed that education 
for ecological understanding of the universe and of the human being’s 
place in the universe through the earth on which we live should be the 
central aim of liberal education in our day. Although Berry does not go 
into the matter, this would seem to include the human being’s place as 
developed through language and technology. Berry discusses how the eco- 
logical period in which we now live culminates and supersedes earlier suc- 
cessive stages, such as, for example, the prepatriarchal matricentric stage, 
the classical-religious stage, and the scientific stage, that have marked 
human macrohistory. In our present ecological stage of consciousness into 
which the world, through human beings, has entered, unification is the 
wave of the future. Human beings know more about the physical world in 
which they exist and are more in charge of it as a whole than was possible 
or even imaginable in earlier days. Divisiveness is outmoded, or should be 
as far as possible. 

In this age, the consuming interest in hermeneutics, as the effort—always 
desperately incomplete—to achieve fuller and fuller explanation, to relate 
everything to everything else, is a special manifestation of the unification 
pattern, the totalizing pattern, which ecology necessarily involves. Para- 
doxically, the unification toward which we must work, also involves the 
digitization which marks human knowledge in our time, despite the fact 
that digitization, as has been seen, proceeds by division into discrete parts. 
Paradoxically, only through the vast amounts and the massive structures 
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of knowledge which digitization makes it possible to achieve and to man- 
age to a degree can the details needed for massive hermeneutic unification 
effort be dealt with, although the digitization never fully accomplishes the 
hermeneutic. It only helps in certain ways to implement it. 

For digitization is still digitization. It is fractioning, indeed infrafrac- 
tioning, apparently destined to be developed more and more as com- 
puterization becomes more omnipresent in human life. Digitization can 
be accomplished more efficiently by machines. But unification must be 
achieved within the human sensibility, not within a machine. The more 
important the computer becomes, the more supremely important the 
human being also becomes. Despite all the work to achieve “artificial in- 
telligence” through the computer, the computer always lacks the living 
silence in which, as we have seen, human thought and language are em- 
bedded, it lacks the unconscious in which human thought and language 
are also embedded, and it lacks the biological substructures in which 
human thought and language are embedded (Ong, Fighting). 

The computer lacks rhetoric, out of which Jogos and logic grew and in 
which they remain embedded (Ong, Interfaces 209, 301). However, the 
intimate alliance between the interior resources of language and thought 
and the exteriority of technology made evident by a deeper understanding 
of the nature and operation of writing, print, and electronics should make 
it possible to deal with digitization without the hostility to it, and to other 
technology, that has sometimes impeded deeper humanistic and religious 
understanding. 


12 


EPILOGUE 


The Mythology of Logos 


In these reflections, we have been examining hermeneutics largely in terms 
of logos and mythos, more or less as these were polarized following the 
work of Plato, implemented as this work was by thought patterns made 
possible by the introduction of writing in Greek culture. Which is the 
more inclusive, logos or mythos? Either? Neither? And in what sense or 
senses? These final reflections will attempt to deal with such questions. 
The reflections will be more suggestive than totally conclusive. 

As has been seen, Plato was convinced that the mythos of poetry (basi- 
cally Homer) had lain at the center of Greek education and its concern 


> 


with mimesis or “imitation,” and he undertook to move Greek thought 
away from such mythos toward logos, the reality of the Platonic “ideas.” 
“For Plato,” Havelock summarizes (Preface 25) “reality is rational, sci- 
entific and logical, or it is nothing.” Poetry “disguises and distorts reality 


and... distracts us and plays tricks with us” (Havelock, Preface 26). We 
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are today more aware than Plato was that narrative poetry and all poetry 
is in fact highly structured, while we are also aware that its structure is not 
that of scientific logic—although structuralist poetics has in our day tried 
to apply forms of binary analysis (digitization) even to narrative itself. 
From this point on, I shall be using “myth” and its cognates, such 
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as “mythology,” “mythic,” etc., in the quite various, but not unrelated, 
senses in which they have come to be used today and which the context 
will in each instance, | trust, usually make adequately specific. The senses 
are all connected, directly or indirectly with the meaning of the original 
Greek mythos, something uttered, especially a story. (Narrative, a story, 
a sequence of happenings, is somehow involved in all utterance, for all 
utterance in one way or another emerges from our experience in the tem- 
poral sequence in which we live.) 

A story of the sort we commonly call a myth is not at all of necessity 
historically true (on occasion it may be), but it is a story which commonly 
means more than it seems to on the surface. A myth about a dragon, for 
example, may signal all sorts of psychological or physical dangers. Myths 
commonly refer to matters of deep human concern, although they may 
do so in a veiled way. As Northrop Frye has liked to point out, myths 
are faced inward to the life of the human community, not outward in the 
way in which strict historical narrative or a scientific account is (although 
these, too, may have their concealed mythological elements). Myths often 
tend to grow together to present a more or less organic whole, as in the 
various myths which combine to give us the Greek pantheon. 

Achieving total rationality, fully realizing logos in a context initially 
dominated by mythos is an arduous and always incomplete process, as 
Seeskin has abundantly shown Plato’s Socrates was well aware. Socrates 
was modest not in his efforts, but in his claims to full achievement, espe- 
cially since he thought of logos as involving not simply intellectual matters 
but the formation of the individual’s character in relentless intellectual 
honesty. Thus we here can raise the question as to how far the effort 
to achieve logos was, or could be, in ancient Greece or now, fully and 
completely successful. The question has a bearing on what we make of 
hermeneutics. 

We have been understanding hermeneutics or interpretation in a gen- 
eral and ordinary sense, as the bringing out of what is concealed in a 
given manifestation. Although, as we have seen, what is concealed can 
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of course in some instances be brought out, explained, by means other 
than verbal—by such things as a gesture, for example—nevertheless, as 
we have also seen, hermeneutics or interpretation moves toward verbal- 
ization, favors verbalization. Hermeneutics of course is never complete. It 
can suffice for a given state of affairs for a given audience at a given real 
time, and be quite true, but its sufficiency is never absolute. Additional 
questions can always be put. What we are dealing with in hermeneutics is 
always thus in some sense a will-o’-the-wisp, something which in its total- 
ity is destined to escape us in the sense that verbalized hermeneutics or 
verbal interpretation of anything in its full relationships with everything 
else can in principle and in fact go on and on and on. Verbal explicitation 
of all connections is permanently beyond reach. 

Hermeneutics or interpretation, as the bringing out of what is con- 
cealed in a given manifestation, is not simply an academic matter. As has 
been seen, it is concerned with more than texts and with more than ac- 
ademic subjects. When Gadamer insists quite rightly that hermeneutics 
covers more than the humanities, he makes the point that it includes the 
natural sciences, too (see Weinsheimer 36). Here, however, we are going 
still further and considering interpretation not simply as something that 
grows primarily out of texts or out of scientized discourse but as a part of 
the fabric of human life. To get through the day in a community of human 
beings, we are constantly involved, informally as well as formally, in in- 
terpreting to one another ourselves and our surroundings, not to mention 
our verbal utterances. Gadamer (Truth and Method 345ff.) discusses at 
length the more widespread need for hermeneutics in the human lifeworld 
generally, but he comes to this discussion out of a universe of specific 
philosophical questions dealt with by Heidegger and many others. Here 
we crisscross his area of discussion, by moving in from our own center of 
concern, the effects of the technologies of writing, print, and electronics 
on hermeneutics or interpretive activity. 

Interpretation has become more and more a part of human life as the 
information we deal with has grown incalculably with the application of 
the technologies of writing, print, and electronics to the originally non- 
technological oral word. These technologies have increased and continue 
to increase information beyond all measure, and have affected the modes 
of human knowledge and interpretation. The more information we have 
on hand, the more interpretation or hermeneutics is possible and called 
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for, and the more technologies change the management of language and 
thought, the more interpretation itself changes form. 

In No Sense of Place (311-12), Joshua Meyrowitz, following Michel 
Foucault, has made the point that television and other modern media have 
created new social environments, which include new environments of un- 
derstanding. The new media have changed drastically, for example, who 
knows what about whom, and from childhood on. The electronic age 
makes for more and more exposure of knowledge generally. Much of the 
mystification earlier surrounding such matters as the professions, gender 
distinctions, the adult world as hidden from children, and so on ad infi- 
nitum, is being more and more done away with. For example, with the 
aid of a sonogram, not only an adult but even a young child today can 
view his or her younger sister or brother even before birth, in the mother’s 
uterus. Sonograms of this sort have recently been featured publicly on 
television programs. What was earlier inviolably intimate or totally inac- 
cessible is often now on total public display. The computer is particularly 
effective in implementing the widespread disclosure of knowledge which 
characterizes the entire electronic age, since, through computerized simu- 
lation and other procedures, it potentially makes all sorts of data equally 
accessible to an unprecedented degree and even thrusts that data into the 
private home (Meyrowitz 327). The amount of portrayal of violence, for 
example, pumped daily by television into millions of homes across the 
world had no counterpart in earlier ages, even in societies (and there were 
such) proportionately more violent than many of ours today. 

Our increased and boundlessly circulatable data invite—in fact, often 
demand—increased interpretation or hermeneutics that is virtually non- 
stop. Print media, radio and television, fax machines, and other devices, 
abetted by always burgeoning computer programs, constantly supply 
varying interpretations of the flood of information inundating human con- 
sciousness today, from personal, domestic and political events to develop- 
ments in the physical sciences and all other academic subjects, local to 
international politics, business, religion, and what have you. The amount 
of information called forth, for example, by such an event as the Oliver 
North trial—not counting the masses of shredded material rendered for- 
ever unavailable—could not be remotely dreamed of in the forensics of 
pre-electronic ages. And information always spreads. Despite frantic ef- 
forts at containment, there are always leaks. 
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A sense of a world with an overload of information appears to be built 
into the fabric of the postmodern consciousness. Samuel Beckett’s Wait- 
ing for Godot (1955), for example, was already paradigmatic. The play 
is clearly, among other things, a reaction to the information overload in 
modern culture. In this play of Beckett’s, interpretation is to all intents 
and purposes simply abandoned as too overwhelming a demand to be 
taken seriously. No one knows who Godot is, why the two main char- 
acters in the play are waiting for him, what their other than coincidental 
relationship to one another is, or virtually how anything or anyone else is 
clearly to be understood. But the play has been—still is—a rewarding ex- 
perience for countless audiences. It catches the feel of elements of today’s 
human lifeworld—an overwhelming situation in which there is simply too 
much information to handle. But interpretation here, as always, is still in 
desperate demand, and because Waiting for Godot calculatingly stymies 
interpretation, the play has from the beginning certainly generated and 
frustrated more interpreters than most other dramatic productions. 

The increment of information that overwhelms and smothers us today 
demands proportionate multiplication and intensification of interpreta- 
tion. The age we live in is commonly described as an information age. But, 
as earlier noted, it could be described just as appropriately as an interpre- 
tation or a hermeneutic age. Today interpretation is so much in demand 
that interpretations are often programmatically multiple and varied. One 
of the common features of programming in the media now is the confron- 
tational interview, in which—as in the MacNeil-Lehrer television news- 
cast, for example—an interviewer draws out from various respondents 
their partly contrasting, partly complementary interpretations of public 
events or other matters. Today’s full-blown application of the technologies 
of writing, print, and electronics to the originally nontechnological oral 
word has made interpretation more and more necessary and has imple- 
mented it as it could never have been implemented earlier. The details 
made accessible by computers and other means are beyond measure. Even 
a straightforward event such as a baseball game floats into the television 
audience’s attention in a maze of interpretive maneuvers—batting aver- 
ages and other statistics and countless instant playbacks ad nauseam, de- 
vices and procedures totally impossible a few decades ago. 

Not only in such relatively simple human activities as sports but also in 
interpreting the whole of human existence, we have enhanced our powers 
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beyond anything realizable in the hermeneutic of earlier ages. Although 
we can and often do overestimate our own competence in these matters, 
the use of writing, print, and electronics has enabled us to constitute in 
our minds an overwhelming mass of details in the structuring of the cos- 
mos over the past 14 billion years or so as well as to reconstruct better 
than ever before human lifeworlds far distant from our own in time and/ 
or space, and thereby to give far greater depth to interpretation, both of 
these other lifeworlds and of our own. For some time anthropologists 
have been studying comparatively both what used to be styled “primi- 
tive” societies and their own high-technology societies, and in previously 
unattainable depth. 


I 


But, while these technologies of writing, print, and electronics have abet- 
ted hermeneutics or interpretation or explanation and thus have served the 
purposes of integration of our understanding, they are also in certain basic 
senses always analytic or fractioning as well and thus are condemned to 
incompleteness, as anthropologists have often observed (Sass; Tyler, The 
Said). Explanation brings understanding, but explanation alone, by its 
analytic processes, can distance us from the total, existential situation of 
a given group’s life with which it undertakes to deal. One of the abiding 
problems of explanation is that it splits issues analytically in order to clar- 
ify them, and in the process often impoverishes or denatures the issues, de- 
priving them of some of their full and essential depth. Inadvertently, as we 
study other peoples, past or present, we dissolve the totality of their exis- 
tence into items we are able to handle and fail to note the other parts of 
their lives which remain unassimilable to ours as a whole. 

Analytic explanation serves the interests of logos, as Plato and his fol- 
lowers used this term to contrast with mythos. By contrast with mythos, 
which, as has been seen, at root refers to something uttered, sounded (say- 
ing, word, utterance, story, myth), logos is at root a term based on a visual 
or visual-tactile metaphor, referring originally to picking out, gathering, 
selecting, assorting, separating, and only later, derivatively, to the audi- 
tory, oral world, the primary world of speech. In insisting on the differ- 
ence between logos and mythos and in touting logos, Greek thought after 
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Plato was advocating by contrast to an oral, sound-processed organization 
(such as Boman shows so largely governed Hebrew thought and expres- 
sion), a separation and arrangement technique which, despite other deeply 
unifying trends in Greek thought, notably in Plato himself, nevertheless 
eventually led, in the historical sense earlier explained, to the digitization 
we find in the computer. All this despite Plato’s express misgivings about 
writing as compared to oral speech. 

Following the fractioning route of Jogos leads of course paradoxically 
to some sort of integration—we fraction and analyze with a view to con- 
structing some sort of whole. But, as earlier noted, however sophisticat- 
edly we may use it, fractioning of itself simply has no ultimately holistic 
terminus. Explicitation cannot achieve full integration of the totality of 
human life. The ending of the Gospel according to John (21:25) cogently 
voices the problem: “There are still many other things that Jesus did, yet 
if they were all written about in detail, I doubt if there would be room 
enough in the entire world to hold the books to record them.” There is no 
way to break down into individual articulated items the absolute totality 
of even one person’s history, much less of the entirety of human existence 
or of the entire universe—or even of a baseball game. 


MI 


In significant ways, myth is holistic. The truth conveyed by myth in the 
quite usual sense of traditional narrative conveying cultural values, struc- 
tures, and attitudes is of course not truth in the sense in which “objective,” 
scientific treatment is truth. In a given culture, individual myths tend to be 
grouped together to form a mythology that “transmits a heritage of shared 
allusion and verbal experience in time” which “helps create a cultural his- 
tory” (Frye 34). This grouping together of narratives into a mythologi- 
cal whole is the opposite of a fractioning or analytic process. It associates 
certain narratives with in-articulated, often subconscious beliefs and/or 
attitudes or lifestyles. It is an amalgamating process: it gives mythology 
truth of a holistic—and somewhat intangible, fugitive—sort quite differ- 
ent from that of science. The time sense in mythologies often does not 
refer to ordinary, lived, human time, to the day-by-day. Myths often typi- 
cally deal with “in-those-days” time. 
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Myth gives some sort of totalizing expression to the culture’s own in- 
terior consistency. We recall once more Havelock’s insistence that it takes 
writing, which came long after myth, to separate the knower more defini- 
tively from the known and thus to make possible formal logic and science, 
which programmatically set apart discrete items “objectively” from the 
knower. 

The sense of mythos as an unanalyzed bearer of a total culture is one 
of the senses of mythos in ancient Greek culture and a sense against which 
Plato rebelled, as we have several times observed, in excluding poets from 
his republic (Havelock). In the poetic use of myth and the audience’s ap- 
propriation of myth as validating a culture, the hearer (we need to say 
“hearer,” for myth antedates writing by far) is encouraged to identify him- 
self or herself with the content of the myth, not just verbally, explicitly, but 
also emotionally, psychologically, and in every other nonarticulate way. 
Ancient oral Greeks fulfilled themselves and kept their culture relatively 
integral by thus holistically identifying with Achilles or Odysseus or Penel- 
ope, not by studying such characters objectively and analytically. Simple 
absorption into what these characters stood for integrated their hearers 
into their Greek cultural world. Knowledge was pursued here to identify 
the knower with the known, not to objectify and evaluate the known 
object by distancing it from the knowing subject. Evaluation was not the 
question. Constitution or consolidation of the self was. 

But a mythology in the sense just mentioned we ourselves must also 
have today, even in our literate, typographic, electronic mind-set. We 
must seek some way of totalizing, however vaguely, our own cultural exis- 
tence, of embedding logic and science—or, rather the plethora of different 
sciences—with all their present digitizing apparatuses, into something 
more inclusively human, and, because of the increasing global awareness 
of humanity, into something somehow encompassing the mythologies of 
all cultures. Otherwise, we cannot even speak, as we do speak, about the 
framework of our informational, interpretive, ecological age, for we can- 
not round out concepts of this sort-—“framework,” “ecological age”—in 
totally scientific fashion. 

We feel a need to treat somehow in our discourse the totality of to- 
day’s global existence and of how we relate to it. But the world’s greatest 
computers can never provide such kind of awareness. It is disconcertingly 
clear, as we have seen, that digitization or Jogos will come to no totally 
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holistic conclusion, though it will multiply dismayingly the number of 
matters calling for conclusion. How can we resolve the problem of uni- 
fication, which grows greater and greater as we in the present age learn 
more and more about our age and all the billions of years out of which it 
has evolved? 

Somehow, we must remain in contact with mythos. Logos cannot be 
made holistic. The more we explain, the more we generate need for fur- 
ther explanation. Mythos, in various forms—proverbs, for example, as 
well as storytelling, lurking subconscious or unconscious awarenesses, 
and the deep probings of religious belief—will certainly remain as per- 
manent and desperately needed components of human understanding. As 
Thomas Kuhn’s now classic work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
has shown, all science is modeled on paradigms which cannot be fully 
articulated scientifically (see also Blumenthal). Science is a container, but 
it is also comes in a container which is trans-scientific. Even mathematical 
definitions and postulates are stated in terms all of which can never be 
interpreted mathematically with fully articulated explicitness. More suc- 
cinctly, as has been stated here earlier, all science is only arrested dialogue, 
its roots in silence, the unsaid, myth, and personal encounter. Science itself 
is always incomplete articulation. The latest book on quantum physics is 
simply what one physicist says to other physicists here and now, a group 
of statements lying fallow for the next scientist who can plow them up 
more. The articulate remains always embedded in the inarticulate, the said 
in the unsaid, the verbalized in silence. Willy-nilly, we are permanently 
committed to mythos. In other words there is a myth that encompasses 
logic, but there is no logic that encompasses myth. This does not mean 
that myth is illogical, but that it is metalogical. It means than logic cannot 
fully and explicitly lay hold of all that is expressed by myth. Yet because 
it is not fully logical, but partly escapes logic, myth is not fully satisfying 
either. 


IV 


In accord with what has just been said, we can note that today we often 
use the term mythology to refer to a body of stories, assumptions, and be- 
liefs developed from human beings’ deeper concerns and faced inward 
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toward those concerns, not outward in the way science is faced outward. 
In its depth of meaning, we hold this mythology for the most part un- 
consciously. Although it often involves narrative (“myths” in the sense of 
stories) in various ways, mythology in this sense, as has been seen, is not 
simply a string or bundle of narratives but includes much more. It is some- 
thing embedded in and representing a lifestyle. Such mythology enters not 
only into our art and literature but into many other things as well. Thus 
we speak of a mythology of science, a mythology of democracy, a mythol- 
ogy of ecology, and a mythology of innumerable other constituents of our 
lifeworld. Some of these mythologies attach to deep, existential human 
concerns—religion, patriotism, family life, friendships, lifetime commit- 
ments and goals, and so on—others to less deep or less intrinsically valu- 
able matters, as when we speak of a mythology of fly fishing or of golf or 
of bird watching. Mythology in this sense, while it is not exactly the same 
as the Greek mythos, is related to this Greek term, and not only etymo- 
logically. Mythology in this sense would certainly belong to the world of 
mythos which Plato wanted to distinguish from logos. It belongs to the 
world of the poets—in the very large sense, including persons such as 
newspaper columnists—largely, though not entirely, unanalyzed and ulti- 
mately not entirely analyzable, somehow resistant to Jogos or full explici- 
tation. Indeed, as we have seen, Plato himself needed and used such myth 
to clarify matters for more reasoned processing into Jogos, as in the fa- 
mous story of the cave in the Republic—a mythological interpretation or 
hermeneutic of logos. 

Like all major developments in human history, the creation of the tech- 
nological worlds of writing and print and electronic communication en- 
couraged the development of new concomitant mythologies. In the case 
of electronic communication, paradoxically, although the computer serves 
logos by its analyzing potential, it surrounds Jogos with an almost bound- 
less mythology, a body of assumptions and beliefs regarding the com- 
puter’s prowess, often picturing this prowess as being virtually limitless. 
But it is quite evident that some information processing is beyond human 
limits, which are always there in one way or another. For example, we 
hear talk of computer programs to play perfect checkers and/or chess. Yet 
there are, it appears, humanly insurpassable limits here. In his Principles 
of Artificial Intelligence (115), Nils J. Nilsson notes that for more com- 
plex games, such as complete chess and checker games, and/or search to 
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termination is wholly out of the question. It has been estimated that the 
complete game tree for checkers has approximately 1,040 nodes and the 
chess tree has approximately 10,120 nodes. (It would take about 1,021 
centuries to generate the complete checker tree, even assuming that a suc- 
cessor could be generated in one-third of a nanosecond [a nanosecond is 
one-billionth of a second].) 

Regarding chess, Bolter quotes (176) David Levy to the effect that the 
number of possible games (more than 10,120) “far exceeds the number of 
atoms in the universe and the time to calculate just one move in the perfect 
game would be measured in millions of years.” As part of what we may 
call the myth of the computer, we have heard that computers will do away 
with the use of paper. In some special cases they do, but on the whole 
they have certainly increased the use of paper immeasurably. In my own 
case, since I switched from typewriter to the computer, I would calculate 
that I use around twenty times more paper than before. I used to type first 
drafts of books on scratch paper, already used on the other side. Now 
I need lots of print-outs and make far more revisions after the print-outs, 
as well as before. The elimination of paper has been one of the unrealized 
parts of the mythology of the computer. 

The most significant element in the mythology generated by electron- 
ics is perhaps that of artificial intelligence (often referred to as AI), that 
is, of computer programs that “think” as human beings do (Bolter 12-13 
passim). The literature on artificial intelligence is vast and will almost 
certainly never end (see, e.g., Winograd and Flores). But, as earlier noted, 
the perspectives we are using here suggest as pivotal reasons, among oth- 
ers, why the computer will never be able to substitute human intelligence: 
(1) that it lacks the silence in which human verbalization and thought 
live and which gives both meaning (Valesio), (2) that it lacks the human 
unconscious which is part of human thought as much as is consciousness, 
and (3) that it lacks the nonverbal context in which human thought is al- 
ways embedded, directly or indirectly. Working together with live human 
intelligence, the computer can certainly aid human understanding mas- 
sively. Bolter, we have seen, has suggested that the term “synthetic intel- 
ligence” could better be used instead of “artificial intelligence” for what 
the computer can accomplish (238). Since artificial intelligence or AI func- 
tions always by aiding ongoing human intelligence, perhaps another term 
might be “deep-level instrumentation for aiding intelligence.” 
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In connection with mythology and electronic culture, a book such as 
John Naisbitt’s Megatrends: Ten New Directions Transforming Our Lives 
is informative. This thoroughly documented book begins with a chapter 
on the transformation of our earlier industrial society into our present 
information society (11-38) and concludes by showing how the computer 
has converted hierarchical organization into networking organization 
(189-206, 249-52). Megatrends is loaded with statistics and other “hard” 
information, but the book as a whole unmistakably evokes a mythology 
rather than a logic. It simply cannot come to any “hard” conclusion but 
ends framed in a mythology in the sense earlier described here, a body 
of more or less articulate assumptions and beliefs faced inward toward 
human beings’ greater concerns. It concludes with the summary statement 
that “We are living in the time of the parenthesis” (249). Its final sentence 
is not a formulation but an exclamation which appears to evoke a mythol- 
ogy again. “My God, what a fantastic time to be alive.” The electronic 
world as a whole eludes formal coverage. It cannot be encompassed in 
logos. 

These reflections have proceeded by polarizing digitization and herme- 
neutics, tracing digitization back to one aspect of Plato’s logos (in its con- 
nection with writing) and thence through print to the computer in our 
present electronic age. They have suggested that the digitization of our 
present electronic age has understandably been complemented by the con- 
comitant massive growth in hermeneutics or interpretation which marks 
our time. Digitization is fractioning, hermeneutics or interpretation is 
holistic: it attempts to reestablish us—often enough, paradoxically, with 
the help of digitization—in the seamless web of history where everything 
relates to everything else, but which, once it is broken, even by interpreta- 
tion, can never be made whole again. 


V 


The development of hermeneutics as a kind of discipline over the past 
few centuries in the West has been rooted largely, although not entirely, 
in biblical studies and hence a brief word relating to the biblical tradition 
may be a place to conclude. Of course, from pre-Christian times the He- 
brew people had associated the word of God not only with the spoken 
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word—God spoke to Moses and others—but also with the written text. 
As we have seen, Hebrew thought tended to link text and the spoken word 
where Greek thought tended to separate them. The ancient Hebrews had 
devoted a great deal of hermeneutic commentary to interpreting the sacred 
scriptures, as Jose Faur has detailed. Faur makes the point that, while the 
Greek gods were illiterate, the God of the Hebrews gave Moses the tab- 
lets of the Law in writing on Mount Sinai, and Handelman quotes the rab- 
binic text, “He [Yahweh] looked into the Torah and created the world” 
(38). In rabbinic tradition there was a written and an unwritten Torah, 
and this association of writing with Yahweh gave the text a value and 
strength far exceeding that allowed it by Plato or the ancient Greeks gen- 
erally. The Hebrew hermeneutic could in fact often include quite openly 
mythos, could consist less of analysis than of stories, as in the haggadoth 
and the midrashim, where biblical narrative could be explained not an- 
alytically but rather by another narrative. To interpret a story, one often 
simply told another story, sometimes more mystifying (and thought pro- 
voking) than the first, and holistically somehow satisfying. 

Nevertheless, the presence of writing among the Hebrews, as else- 
where, did of course make possible a kind of organized, more analytic, 
interpretation or hermeneutic inaccessible to primarily oral cultures, al- 
though the analysis did not take the turn into the Greek logos that we find 
in Plato, for reasons convincingly explained by Boman (68 passim). Print 
opened the way to further development, to modern, highly self-conscious 
hermeneutics, for it made possible the authentication of given texts in 
ways impossible with scribal copies, always of uncertain accuracy, and 
even of growing inaccuracy—indeed, always condemned through succes- 
sive copying to greater and greater inaccuracy, despite the desperate ef- 
forts at regularization such as those of the well-known Jewish Masoretes. 
Print made possible interpretation based on comparison of texts more 
rigorous than had been realizable before print. But it took time for the 
new print-based hermeneutics to mature; as Gadamer and others note, 
hermeneutics as a truly special branch of learning came into its own only 
in the eighteenth century and later, some three hundred years after the 
invention of printing from movable alphabetic type. 

Because, as has been seen, textual hermeneutics must attempt to rec- 
reate so far as possible the total lifeworld in which the text—written, 
printed, electronic—came into existence and to set this world in dialogue 
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with the total lifeworld of the present-day reader, hermeneutics, despite its 
necessarily analytic procedures, ultimately ambitions serving not as a frac- 
tioning but as a totalizing activity. It must try to reconstitute—if always 
with less than complete success—the total, existential situation in which 
the text is embedded and try to merge this with the total, existential world 
in which the text is being interpreted. In his Oral Poetry: An Introduction, 
Paul Zumthor maintains that this is impossible without full human vocal- 
ization, which for Zumthor includes song. Song is of prime importance 
to Zumthor: song is somehow fully matured hermeneutics, full interpreta- 
tion, fully matured vocalized sound, full mythos. One may not agree with 
this all-out vocalized hermeneutic of hermeneutics, but the observation 
provides food for thought. 

However analytic its procedures—and they are becoming more and 
more analytic with computer implementation—hermeneutics is thus in ul- 
timate intent permanently involved in mythos even more profoundly than 
in logos. But the mythos in which hermeneutics is involved is more than 
merely a matter of fabled time. It includes the time in which we find the 
real world of historical human action, of dialogue, of real argumenta- 
tive, rhetorical dispute directly affecting human decisions and existence. 
Hermeneutics enters into the total reality of existential history. This is 
what is meant by saying that hermeneutics is fundamentally seeking to be 
holistic, if more in ambition than realization or accomplishment. In the 
religious context we are considering, both writing and print in the last 
analysis thus are utilized by hermeneutics not so much simply to analyze 
the text as to resituate the text, so far as is approximately possible, di- 
rectly or indirectly, in the seamless web of real history of which the lives 
of individual human beings and of human communities and languages 
themselves are parts. As Tyler and Leith have both demonstrated in detail, 
the meaning of words ultimately can never be gathered entirely just from 
other words but relies ultimately on social context and other nonverbal el- 
ements. The use of computers does not change this fundamental totalizing 
drive of hermeneutics but only intensifies it by giving hermeneutics more 
to work with. Moreover, computers interact intimately with the human, 
and their own inhuman action makes the human element itself today all 
the more urgent in the use of computers. Modern culture is mysteriously 
marked by the complementary drives to digitization (fractioning) and to 
hermeneutics (human totalizing). 
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The bibliography of work on the word of God in the Jewish scriptures 
of the Old Testament is massive, as can be gathered from the citations in 
Boman and Faur as well as in countless encyclopedia articles. The word of 
God in Hebrew tradition has been adverted to often through this present 
work. For our immediate and concluding purposes here, it will be worth- 
while noting especially the new kinds of intensity that mark discussion of 
the word of God in the Christian New Testament. The focus on the logos 
is especially urgent in passages such as John 1:1 and in 1 John 1:1. 


In the beginning was the word; the Word was in God’s presence, and the 
Word was God... . The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among 
us, and we have seen his glory, the glory of an only Son coming from the Fa- 
ther. (John 1:1) 


This is what we proclaim to you: what was from the beginning, what we 
have heard, what we have seen with our own eyes, what we have looked 
upon and our hands have touched—we speak of the word (logos) of life. 
(1 John 1:1) 


The commentaries on these texts are beyond measure, and here we 
can venture simply some observations based on what has been seen in the 
course of the present reflections. Whatever the Platonic influence within 
and around these (and other) biblical texts, it is clear that we are not deal- 
ing here simply with the Jogos that Plato contrasts with mythos, that is, 
with the foundation of logic that is pointed away from the mythos of the 
old purely oral world to rational discourse or science, to Plato’s “ideas.” 

Quite the contrary, the Jogos here is embedded in the unabstracted ac- 
tuality of history, of fleshly existence (“our hands have touched”). Boman 
has explicated in detail (58-73 passim) the contrasting semantics and psy- 
chodynamics of the Hebrew dabar (drive forward> speak> word> deed) 
and the Greek logos (gather> arrange> speak> reckon> think> word> rea- 
son) and has discussed the resulting complex richness and contusion of 
the term logos in New Testament Greek. Both dabar and logos are often 
translated “word,” but they are quite differently skewed. 

The Jogos in the biblical sense of the Word of God transcends, although 
it does not invalidate the rational. While this logos is not simply logos as 
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set off by Plato against mythos, neither does the biblical Jogos here dwell 
in mythological time but in the same historical time in which human be- 
ings dwelt and still dwell. “Our hands have touched . . . the word (logos) 
of life.” Jesus, the Gospels circumstantially relate (Luke 2:1-1), is histori- 
cally dated, as we are: he was born in the days of Caesar Augustus while 
Quirinius was governor of Syria, and put to death by the historical Pon- 
tius Pilate (for example, Matthew 27:11-26). 

Moreover, this Word through whom John’s Gospel maintains “all 
things came into being” (John 1:3) is not the impersonal Jogos which Plato 
contrasts with mythos nor is he mythos either. He is a personal being, 
dealing as a person with other human persons, holistic as all persons are. 
As proposed in the Gospels, Jesus is somehow a kind of hermeneutic of 
hermeneutics: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (John14:5). 
Persons present themselves to other persons, as thoughts or words never 
“present” their referents to persons but, instead, as has earlier been seen at 
length, represent what they refer to, never bringing it forward to attention 
in the state in which it actually exists. Persons come across to one another 
more directly. When you and I talk to one another, we somehow enter 
into one another’s consciousness. In the New Testament view, the one, 
holistic person who presents himself as “the way, the truth, and the life” 
is both God and human being. Here hermeneutic, involving both logos 
and mythos, is ultimately and fully holistic, not in spoken words at all 
but in an individual personal existence, involved with the other personal 
existents to whom he is addressing himself—which means, ultimately, in 
Christian teaching, with all women and men. 

Whatever one makes of all this—and a believer and an unbeliever will 
presumably make of it ultimately something different—passages such as 
this make it little wonder that the emergence of hermeneutic as a distinct 
discipline in the last few centuries has been so intimately connected with 
biblical scholarship. 

And little wonder that biblical scholarship itself in our age, with many 
other major phenomena of our age, has shown holistic tendencies never 
so manifest before. Holism in countless ways, many as pervasive as they 
are subtle, is a mark of our times, not unconnected with the emergence of 
the information society which provides us with more and more to relate 
to more and more, and with more and more means of establishing rela- 
tionships. Ecumenism, improved interracial relations, more constructive 
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international relations, and the ecological outlook are cut of the same 
contemporary cloth, are each in their own way hermeneutic, relationist, 
holistic. It appears that in certain ways the climax of holism is the pres- 
ent worldwide force of the ecological movement, which deals with the 
interrelationship of everything living in the world with everything else in 
the world. In our day, everything more clearly does relate to everything 
else than it ever before seemed to, although we cannot of course begin to 
spell out all the intricacies of the interrelationships and will never be able 
to compass them all. We are not yet out of the woods. Darkness and suf- 
fering are still with us, and doubtless always will be. But, felt differently 
by different persons, in accordance with their own beliefs as well as their 
own knowledge. It does seem that hope—Jewish, Christian, other—does 
lie ahead in this digitizing and dizzying hermeneutic age that appears to 
be our future. 


ILLUSTRATIONS 


Figure 1 Schema or outline of logic in Thomas Murner’s Logica memorativa 
(Strasbourg, 1509), reproduced from Ong (Ramus, Method 87). Note that the 
schema or outline is iconographic, not yet simply verbalized and/or binary. 
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Figure 2 The Tabula generalis or outline of Ramus’s Dialectica (or Logica—the terms 
were commonly in effect synonymous) in a collection of some of Ramus’s works, 
Professio regia (Basle, 1576), ed. Johann Thomas Freigius (Freige), reproduced here 
from Ong (Ramus, Method 202). Freige here exhibits Ramus’s seven liberal arts in 
their in-built schematic outline. As against Murner’s iconographic outline of logic, here 
we have simply printed words arranged in abstract space in what is, in effect, a binary 
computer flowchart—centuries before the computer. 
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Part Il 


About Language as Hermeneutic 


LANGUAGE AS HERMENEUTIC: 
THE EVOLUTION OF THE IDEA 
AND THE TEXT 


Thomas D. Zlatic 


Walter J. Ong did not finalize Language as Hermeneutic: A Primer on the 
Word and Digitization. Although he did produce a complete draft, he con- 
tinued to revise without coming to closure. Thus this edition is in part a 
reconstruction, and given the editorial judgments that had to be made, cer- 
tainly no other editor would produce a completely identical text. The four 
principal manuscripts used to construct this text are the 1988 Language 
as Hermeneutic: Reflections on the Word and Digitization (LAH-88); the 
1989 Language as Hermeneutic: Reflections on the Word and Digitization 
(LAH-89); the 1990 Language as Hermeneutic: A Primer on the Word 
and Digitization (LAH-90); and the unfinished 1994 Language as Herme- 
neutic: A Primer on the Word and Digitization (LAH-94). Scholars are in- 
vited to review online the original manuscripts and related documents at 
the Saint Louis University Library Archives, Walter J. Ong Collection at 
http://cdm.slu.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/ong. 

Identifying four distinct versions of Language as Hermeneutic is a bit 
arbitrary. Each is a still photo of a document moving in time; a movie 
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camera would be needed to capture Ong’s ongoing revisions. Or, as Ong 
himself says in Language as Hermeneutic, “I use [sic] to type first drafts 
of books on scratch paper, already used on the other side. Now I need lots 
of print-outs and make far more revisions after the print-outs, as well as 
before” (LAH 104). 

Our reconstruction is based on this hypothesis. Ong had written in 
1990 what he thought was a publishable manuscript but continued to 
revise particularly because of his growing interest in digitization. By 1994 
Ong gave up on the attempt to integrate the 1990 draft with his new 
insights, and instead published three major articles using material from 
Language as Hermeneutic, thus abandoning on his computer an “unsat- 
isfactory” manuscript. 


LAH-88 
1980-1988: Toward an Oral Hermeneutic 


Though Ong stated that Language as Hermeneutic is a synthesis, its di- 
rect origins can be traced to the early 1980s. This was a very productive 
decade for Ong, during which he published four books (Fighting for Life 
[1981]; A Fuller Course in the Art of Logic Conformed to the Method of 
Peter Ramus (1672), by John Milton [coeditor/translator with Charles J. 
Ermatinger, 1982]; Orality and Literacy [1982]; Hopkins, the Self, and 
God [1986]), nineteen articles/chapters, dozens of miscellaneous papers 
and presentations, and six book reviews. From his output one would not 
recognize that age and ill health increasingly limited his activities. 

Ong’s interest in hermeneutics developed in the wake of such move- 
ments as structuralism, audience-response criticism, composition studies, 
and particularly deconstruction, for he saw in its theories a naiveté regard- 
ing the primacy of text and a lack of awareness of the history of communi- 
cations technology. Working from his background in orality and literacy, 
Ong tried to recontextualize interpretation or hermeneutics within the de- 
velopment of communications technology and, more generally, within the 
development of human consciousness out of unconsciousness. 

In 1982 Ong reviewed Geoffrey Hartman’s “fascinating” Saving the 
Text: Literature/Derrida/Philosophy, a counterstatement to Derridian 
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deconstruction that resonated with Ong in its insight that “ ‘texts are false 


999 


bottoms’” (276). Here Ong delivered a key aphorism repeated often in 
his subsequent work on hermeneutics: “all text is pretext,” meaning—as 
aphorisms always do—many things: that texts are never independent of 
discourse; that context is needed for interpretation; that the code for in- 
terpreting texts lies outside the text; that to treat a text as self-contained 
and self-interpreting is a pretext; and so on. 

Ong’s courses as a student at Saint Louis University in the 1940s in 
philosophy, theology, and literature were steeped in a St. Louis Thomism 
that explored cognition and noetic processes, including how sensory per- 
ception and intellection are related.! With this influence Ong’s scholarly 
agenda later developed from a central insight he arrived at in the 1950s 
during the composition of his doctoral dissertation and later his ground- 
breaking 1957 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue. In 
an interview in 1992 (when he was in the last phases of revising Lan- 
guage as Hermeneutic), he described his germinal insight into varieties 
of knowing. 


The seminal discovery of his long career came nearly 40 years ago. “It hap- 


3 


pened while I was doing my dissertation research in France,” recalls Ong. 
“I was reading Rudolph Bultmann, the Protestant theologian, who made 
reference to the idea that knowing, for the Hebrews, had to do with hearing 
and sound, while the Greeks thought of knowing as related to seeing. I guess 
it took me about a day, but suddenly I could see how the whole thing fit to- 


gether.” (Nielson 1992, 404; cf. Riemer [1971], 149) 


From this flash of intuition Ong developed the sound-based psychody- 
namics of orality that he contrasted with the visualism of writing and 
print that dominated Western culture since the Enlightenment. The 
hyper-visualism is a source of the text-oriented hermeneutics that ignored 
the aural-oral roots of communication. Oralism, by contrast, was con- 
nected to dialogue, self-identity, and personalism, which for Ong were 
central to communication. 

Ong’s insights resonated with the “oral hermeneutic” of the social 
philosopher Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who prioritized speech over the 
reason of traditional investigation.2 Already in 1960, Ong noted that in 
Rosenstock-Huessy “one returns here from a world of ‘observation’ and 
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measurement to an older world of gnomic expression and chthonic wis- 
dom” (140). One such aphorism in Rosenstock-Huessy Ong later promi- 
nently featured as an epigraph for The Presence of the Word: “experiences 
of the first order, of the first rank, are not realized through the eye” (“Phil- 
osophical Sociology,” 1960, 138, 140). 

It is this orientation that valorized sound, voice, and dialogue that Ong 
would later find in Mikhail Bakhtin, Paolo Valesio, and Paul Zumthor, all 
of whom are cited in Language as Hermeneutic. 

During this time Ong’s focus on oral hermeneutic was filtered through 
biblical studies, particularly through Werner Kelber’s seminal work, The 
Oral and Written Gospel (1983), which had employed Ong’s analysis of 
oral psychodynamics to reinterpret the Gospel of Mark. Ong in his fore- 
word to Kelber’s book was enthusiastic about the scholarly possibilities 
opened up by this oral hermeneutic: 


Because of lack of understanding of oral psychodynamics . . . , neither form 
criticism nor redaction criticism nor other biblical scholarship has succeeded 
in producing a truly oral hermeneutic. Indeed, one might say that biblical 
scholarship generally has not even tried to produce such a hermeneutic, dif- 
ferentiated from a textual hermeneutic, for one has to be acquainted with 
the mass of extra-biblical scholarship just mentioned to become aware that 
such a differentiated hermeneutic is even called for or possible. . . . A sophis- 
ticated oral hermeneutic opens the way to deeper understanding not merely 
of orality but of texts themselves. (xiv) 


On September 23, 1984, Kelber called Ong’s attention to his colleague 
at Rice University, Stephen Tyler, “whose major work [The Said and the 
Unsaid] is an attack on formalistic, structuralist hermeneutics” (3). A few 
months later (May 2, 1985), Kelber notified Ong regarding a new anthro- 
pological journal at Rice University whose first issue would be devoted 
to “Oral Hermeneutics” (Doc MSS 64.2.2.1.346).° And again in 1988 
Kelber alerted Ong to another book by Tyler, The Unspeakable. Kelber, 
enclosed a copy, explaining it “takes major issue with formalist theories 
of language while developing what amounts to a very oral, rhetorical con- 
cept of language” (Doc MSS 64.2.2.1.346). Given that chapter 3 of The 
Unspeakable is “part of a longer meditation motivated by the strong but 
partly contrapuntal voices of W. Ong and J. Derrida” (The Said 89), Ong 
studied the book closely, taking a special interest in the possibilities for an 
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oral hermeneutic. He underlined this passage, which Tyler acknowledges 
is inspired by Ong’s Orality and Literacy: 


Oral discourse has its hermeneutics, but it is a hermeneutics of language-in- 
the-world, of reflexivity and immanence, of contingent and ad hoc transcen- 
dence. Holy and mystical speech apart, it has no will to truth except in a 
secondary and derivative imitation of writing (Ong 1982: 31-77, 139-54). 
(The Said 90-91)* 


Ong also updated Tyler’s index, penciling in after his own name addi- 
tional pages on which he is mentioned, including the pages that contain 
the above passage—after which he elaborated: “oral discourse has its own 
hermeneutics”; he also inserted alphabetically two other entries, “oral 
hermeneutics, 190” and “hermeneutics, oral, 190.” Clearly Ong found 
here a topic for exploration.’ 

In an outline for the essay “Literacy, Orality, Truth, and Method” (dated 
January 1, 1986), Ong wondered aloud, “Despite more frequent disclaim- 
ers and growing self-consciousness, we still tend to take the text (litera- 
ture) as the paradigmatic model for hermeneutics or interpretation. What 
would happen if we were to take oral expression as the primary model?” 
(Doc MSS 64.2. 1.1.121). In that same year, in a lecture “Biblical Text 
as Interpretation,” Ong expanded on Kelber’s contributions to the iden- 
tification of an oral hermeneutic, and previewed some of the themes of 
Language as Hermeneutic, at times in identical words: interpretation is a 
manifestation of what is hidden, there is no completely explicit statement, 
meaning is always negotiated, texts do not have independent status (Doc 
MSS 64.1.3.1.36). Ong covered much of the same ground in his published 
1986 article “Text as Interpretation: Mark and After” as he explored “the 
central question . . . , the interpretive interaction of text and oral expres- 
sion, and particularly to the effect of text as interpreting oral discourse 
antecedent to it” (Semia 10), using the work of Kelber, Brian Stock, and 
Stanley Fish, to make the point that “[o]rality-literacy contrasts and in- 
teractions .. . involve not merely ‘channels’ for units of ‘information’ but 
different noetic worlds and different psychodynamics”® (21). 

In another important published article, “Before Textuality: Orality and 
Interpretation” (1988), Ong further extended an oral hermeneutic beyond 
biblical studies and introduced the idea that all language is hermeneutic: 
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“Because it is a call, a cry, addressed to another person, or the equivalent, 
an imagined person or persons, the oral word is essentially explanation or 
interpretation or hermeneutics, a clarification by one person of something 
that to his or her interlocutor or interlocutors is not evident” (267). In all 
communication, meaning must be negotiated in a holistic situation. 

On another front, also percolating in Ong’s consciousness at this time 
was the binary digitization of the emerging computer era. In Ramus, 
Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, Ong had argued that the pedagogical 
reformer Peter Ramus, under the influence of print technology, had helped 
to reorient Western culture toward a visualist apprehension of knowledge 
and the world. For a new 1983 edition of Ramus, Ong wrote a two-page 
preface in which he identified a resemblance between Ramus’ binary di- 
chotomized charts and digital computer programs: “The quantifying 
drives inherited from medieval logic were producing computer programs 
in Ramus’ active mind some four hundred years before the computer itself 
came into being”’ (viii). Oral hermeneutics and digitization were coming 
together. 

This was the milieu for the first extant manuscript of Language as Her- 
meneutic (LAH-88), which seems to have been begun in the middle of the 
1980s when Ong began typing notes related to language and hermeneutics 
on 3x5 “ephemera” cards. 


The Text of LAH-88 


LAH-88, dated April 18, 1988, was saved electronically as LANGHERM 
(Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.121). It consists of forty-one pages, including a pro- 
logue and eight chapters. It has no subtitle, references, or table of con- 
tents. The nine chapters are numbered but only Chapter 1 (“Prologue”) 
and Chapter 2 (“Hermeneutic, Textual and Other”) are titled. A contem- 
poraneous hard copy contains a few minor edits. On its first page, prior 
to the prologue (and apparently not meant to be part of a published text) 
Ong succinctly laid out four points he would cover: 


Language interprets the nonlinguistic. 

Thought interprets the noncognitive. 

Words and concepts begin not simply as labels but as heuristic de- 
vices (which make use of labels), and they remain heuristic devices 
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throughout their history. At no point is the formation of the concept 
or the history of the meaning of the word complete. 

Words and concepts move toward fixity, but they never become fixed: 
they remain always alive. 


“Digitization” is mentioned nowhere in the manuscript. 


LAH-89 
1988-1989: Interpretation and Being, or Language as Hermeneutic 


Ong did not pause in his revision of LAH-88. Some of the ephemera note 
cards that Ong created on language and hermeneutics during the 1980s 
contain handwritten comments inserted later that refer to Language as 
Hermeneutic: a quote from Margaret Rader has written on it “LANG- 
HERM.05:3 (as of 5-12-89)”; a Basil Willey quote dated 2-11-85 is 
marked with “LANGHERM.TXT 10-19-88”; a quote from Plato typed 
on 11-30-84 is noted to be “in LANGHERM.TXT, 7, 17, 19, 10-19-88” 
(Doc MSS 64 Ephemera Box 149). 

Further insight into the subsequent development and dating of LAH 
can be gained through a review of Ong’s graduate courses, symposiums, 
and lectures during the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

Sometime after May 4, 1988, Ong wrote on a deleted section of his 
review of William A. Graham’s Beyond the Written Word that this excerpt 
might be used within a graduate interdisciplinary course at Saint Louis 
University, A-673: Interpretation and Being, that he planned to teach in 
the spring of 1989 (Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.121). Sometime after June 1988, he 
changed the course name from “Interpretation and Being” to “Language 
as Hermeneutic,” which he taught in the spring of 1989 and had planned 
to teach again in the fall of 1989, until illness forced him to cancel. The 
required textbooks were his Orality and Literacy and Michael Heim’s 
Electric Language; Gadamer’s Truth and Method was recommended. Ong 
informed his students that the material he was presenting in the course 
was related to his next book (Zlatic, personal class notes), and signifi- 
cantly he filed the hard copy of LAH-88 in his Language as Hermeneutic 
course folder, not a LAH manuscript folder. 
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Included in the LAH course file are nine notes/essays that parallel 
LAH-88,’ and on January 2, 1988, Ong noted that material checked in 
the notes had been inserted into a WordPerfect file LANGHERM, pre- 
sumably LAH-88, dated April 18, 1988 (Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.121). In his 
spring 1989 class plans, in minuscule handwriting, Ong scheduled discus- 
sions of various chapters of Language as Hermeneutics: LANGHERM 
#2 LANGHERM #3, LANGHERM.TXT, LANGHERM 12, LANG- 
HERM.13. Though Ong did not teach the course in the fall of 1989 as 
planned, he had prepared a similar class plan that included Language as 
Hermeneutic chapters but the file names are more structured: LANGH 
ERM.00, LANGHERM.01, LANGHERM.03, and so on. It is clear the 
work was evolving (Ephemera Cards, Doc MSS 64 Box 149).!° 

Ong prepared on June 2, 1988, a two-page document of thirty-two 
subjects for “Interpretation and Being” (again the title was later scratched 
and replaced in pencil with “Language as Hermeneutic”). Item 27 is an 


“Introduction”: 


There is no way to discuss at any depth in purely analytic and linear fashion 
the relationship of speech and thought and the social matrix in which these 
take form. You have to work out of complex cultural patterns more or less 
familiar to all. Particularly to catch which I have called the “interfaces of the 
word.” This is what I propose to do here. Other cultural patterns could also 
be used as starting points. These are ones familiar to me and to many of my 
readers. (Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.121) 


And in his “Opening Remarks” Ong informed the students, 


The reflections in this course come not out of the lengthy philosophical tra- 
dition (Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Husserl, Heidegger, and others) with which 
some recent philosophers, most notably Paul Ricoeur, have worked, but in- 
stead have been generated more specifically out of work on the evolution of 
verbal communication through the technologies of writing, print, and elec- 
tronics. (Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.121) 


The Text of LAH-89 


By March 22, 1989, in the middle of the Language as Hermeneutic course, 
Ong produced Language as Hermeneutic: Reflections on the Word and 
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Digitization (LAH-89). Ong’s handwritten note reads: “File name: LANG- 
HERM.TXT. Word count: 17565 Pg. 72.” This draft of thirteen chapters 
has a new prologue but still no table of contents or references. A subtitle 
is added: “Reflections on the Word and Digitization.” The manuscript ex- 
ists only as an electronic (WordPerfect) file. 

The first nine chapters of LAH-89 are substantially the same as the first 
nine chapters of LAH-88 with amplifications, clarifications, and stylistic 
revisions. The prologue of LAH-88 becomes chapter 1 in LAH-89, and a 
new prologue appears in LAH-89. The LAH-88 prologue, now chapter 1, 
has a new concluding paragraph. Chapters in LAH-89 now have titles."! 
Chapter nine is expanded with five concluding paragraphs, and four ad- 
ditional chapters are added (10-13). Notably the only text for chapter 10, 
“Logos and Digitization,” is the chapter title itself. Other than in the sub- 
title and the title of chapter 10, “digitization” or “digital” is mentioned 
only in chapters 12 and 13. 


LAH-90 
1989-1990: Second Thoughts 


At a National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) Summer Seminar 
conducted by John Miles Foley, Ong—on July 18-20, 1989—discussed 
three topics related to LAH: “Hermeneutics Textual and Oral,” “Logos and 
Digitization,” and “Language as Hermeneutic” (Doc MSS 64.2.1.1.108). 
In the early1990s he continued to prepare presentations and publications 
related to hermeneutics and digitization, including in 1990, “Technolog- 


> 


ical Development and Writer-Subject-Reader Immediacies,” in which he 
reiterated the theme, “all text is pretext.” Sometime between March 22, 
1989 and March 11, 1990, Ong produced his LAH-90 manuscript (Doc 
MSS 64.1.4.4.1.1). This is the only extant draft that is complete, though 
some indications are that even then it was not considered finished. Cer- 
tainly there was a good deal of ambivalence. 

In a memo first dated January 10, 1990, Ong wrote: “After several 
years of work, off and on, I find this draft (=c. 130 printed pages) of 
this projected book, Language as Hermeneutic, unsatisfactory. I have 
never sent it to any publisher” (Doc MSS 64.1.4.4.4). Curiously, the day 
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before, John Kavanaugh, S.J., responded to Ong’s request for feedback 
to a portion of the essay, apparently LAH-90. On Kavanaugh’s response 
Ong wrote “LANGHERM 10 ‘Logos and Digitization.’” Although Ka- 
vanaugh’s comments were highly enthusiastic, perhaps Ong was deflated 
by his suggestions, but if so, it was a short-lived response. In a subsequent 
letter the next day, January 11, Kavanaugh offered another suggestion, 
on which Ong wrote in script, “Langherm 13,” suggesting perhaps his 
interests were revived. 

This is conjecture, but in fact, on February 11 and 13 Ong received 
further oral and written feedback from Le Xuan Hy, S.J. (Doc MSS 
64.1.4.4.4.2). Hy politely questioned Ong on some of his statements re- 
garding matters of computer operations and he offered suggestions, such 
as “Epilogue is a little much. Should it be splitted [sic] into two chapters to 
deliver more punch in the finale?” “Do you want to elaborate on the new 
digital-oral more, that of videos and sound rather than writing & print- 
ing?” And he cautioned that the comparison between Ramus’ dichoto- 
mies and computer flow charts may not be accurate. Ong checked Hy’s 
handwritten paragraphs, and after a discussion with him on February 13, 
1990, Ong on February 16 “emended and/or corrected” the manuscript 
(Doc MSS 64.1.4.4.4.2). 

On that same day, Michael Macovski sent a request to Ong to submit 
a section of Language as Hermeneutic for a projected collection of essays; 
Ong on February 22 replied “I am indeed working to finish up my volume 
on Language as Hermeneutic, but I regret to have to say that none of it is 
in shape for excerpting for your volume Textual Voices, Vocative Texts” 
(Doc MSS 64.1.4.4.4.3). Four days later, February 26, Ong wrote a letter 
of inquiry to Maud Wilcox at Harvard University Press regarding the pub- 
lication of LAH. The letter was answered by Lindsey Waters on March 9, 
1990, two days prior to the dating of LAH-90 on March 11. 


The Text of LAH-90 


Ong’s handwritten note on the LAH-90 copy tallied “c.163 pp-c. 40,000 
w. = 130 printed pages,” compared to the 17,565 words on seventy-two 
pages of the 1989 draft, an increase largely attributable to the inclusion of 
a “Postscript to Prologue,” the text of chapter 10, an expanded epilogue, 
and a bibliography. With these additions and penciled notes regarding 
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layout at the top of each chapter, it is the most publication-ready of all 
drafts. There is no electronic copy of LAH-90 but there is a hard copy 
with several handwritten revisions (Doc MSS 64.1.4.4.1.1). 

In this draft Ong clarified, updated, and expanded. He changed the 
subtitle from “Reflections on the Word and Digitization” to “A Primer 
on the Word and Digitization” and inserted a table of contents, Roman 
numeral subdivisions within chapters, and a list of references. In the pro- 
logue he added a thesis in a new concluding paragraph, and the previ- 
ously mentioned Postscript to Prologue. Most significant, Ong introduced 
the long chapter 10, “Logos and Digitization,” which did not exist in 
LAH-88 and had been only a chapter title in LAH-89. 

Ong had begun his revisions of LAH-89 almost immediately after its 
completion. On April 9, 1989, Ong prepared ten “topics for possible addi- 
tion: Language as Hermeneutic (LANGHERM.ADD). The first two (“the 
death of rhetorical consciousness and culture” and “Exist [sic] from the 
prison-house of language”) were later marked for deletion. Five topics derive 
from the work of Joshua Meyrowitz on computer effects on consciousness 
and society, but only brief mention is made of Meyrowitz (in chapter 13). 

The third topic, though, was given more consideration: “What digiti- 
zation does: (1) fractioning, (2) distancing (absence), (3) interiorization 
(intellectualization of a ‘reasonable’ sort).” Fractioning had not been dis- 
cussed in LAH-88 and though it was mentioned in chapter 12 of LAH-89, 
in LAH-90 it was promoted to a subsidiary thesis and discussed in more 
detail in chapters 10 and 13. Chapter 10 was of course the most substan- 
tial addition to LAH-90. Ong’s notes indicate the relationship of comput- 
ers to human consciousness, and popular conceptualizations of artificial 
intelligence stimulated Ong’s interest in electronic technology. 

An important new source in this regard was Philip Leith’s Formalism 
in AI and Computer Science (1990). In his 1990 letter of inquiry to Maud 
Wilcox at Harvard University Press, Ong mentioned that he received an 
advance copy of this book, which discusses the formalistic constraints 
of artificial intelligence. Ong cites this work in LAH-90 and frequently 
thereafter; it has the latest publication date of any of the references for 
both LAH-90 and LAH-94. Though Ong continued his research in this 
area after 1990, it is not reflected in LAH. 

Two other topics Ong listed for possible inclusion in LAH-90 were 1) 
“Present ecological age maximizes hermeneutic aims and efforts” and 2) 
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a conclusion: “unification (hermeneutic) effort religious at root,” relat- 
ing to myth and “a-historical time.” Both of these topics were raised in 
chapter 12 of LAH-89, and were expanded on in chapter 13 of LAH-90. 

Among other changes, Ong renamed the second chapter from “Herme- 
neutics Textual and Oral” to “Hermeneutics Textual and Other” and ex- 
panded a bit on his discussions of Ricoeur and Derrida. It is here that 
he incorporated for the first time another source to which he would fre- 
quently advert, Paul Zumthor’s Oral Poetry: An Introduction. However, 
he deleted Thomas D. Blakely’s discussion of the Hemba tribe. 

The revised third chapter, “The Hermeneutic Imperative of Verbaliza- 


3 


tion,” introduced a new reason for why oral and textual words require 
interpretation, and he included a discussion of how learned Latin differs 
from “mother” tongues, which had been the subject of his 1959 study, 
“Latin Language Study as a Renaissance Puberty Rite.” In chapter 4, “The 
Interpersonalism of Hermeneutics, Oral and Other,” Ong added the mate- 
rial on President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1966-67 Task Forces on Education 
to clarify the need for interpretation of all texts. Chapter 5, “Affiliations 
of Hermeneutics with Texts” included a new paragraph on the tactile and 
digitization. In chapter 6, “Hermeneutics, Print, and ‘Facts,’” Ong clari- 
fied his explanation of the nature of a “fact” by quoting Nietzsche’s asser- 
tion that “There are no facts, only interpretations”: Nietzsche’s judgment, 
Ong states, thus is also an interpretation but that does not thus make it 
unverifiable. Chapter 8, “Meaning, Hermeneutic, and Personal Trust,” 
expands on the reason that Jesus did not leave any writings for his follow- 
ers: the message must be reinterpreted anew in different contexts, which is 
more difficult to accomplish in texts. 

Chapter 13 is more than four times longer than before (25 pages vs. 6 
pages). Most of the new material focuses on mythos in relation to science 
and technology, as he writes, “our own center of concern [is] the effects 
of the technologies of writing, print, and electronics on hermeneutics or 
interpretative activity.” He introduces discussions of structuralist poet- 
ics, which applies “binary analysis (digitization) even to narrative itself”; 
Meyrowitz’s No Sense of Place; the effects of media, computers, and so- 
nograms, on social environments; television news; Beckett’s Waiting for 
Godot; an age of hermeneutics; artificial intelligence; computer chess 
games; Naisbitt’s Megatrends; and information overload. At the end he 
also expands his discussion of religion as an expression of mythos. 
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On the sheet of paper that Ong listed possible additions to his manu- 
script, he also recorded the very favorable responses to LAH-89 by Br. 
William Rehg, S.J., who was writing a Ph.D. dissertation on Habermas, 
so apparently Ong had been circulating his draft prior to March 6, 1989. 


LAH-94 
1990-1994: Hermeneutical Encounter 


The extant copy of LAH-90 is heavily revised in pencil. It is not known 
when Ong began inserting these handwritten edits into the LAH-94 ver- 
sion, but it is clear that digitization and hermeneutical encounter compli- 
cated the completion of LAH-94. 

Ong always had an interest in all technology, seeing it as a positive 
and beneficial manifestation of the human interior, an uttering or outer- 
ing of the self. Because of its involvement in the processing and exchange 
of human knowledge, he was particularly interested in communication 
technology. In each of five decades Ong published books and essays that 
explored connections between technology and the humanities." 

Writing, Ong had declared, is a technology that restructures thought, 
and similarly, the electronics revolution once again is reshaping what and 
how we think. Given his moment in time, Ong’s focus on the electronic 
world of secondary orality was particularly on radio, television, and 
compact disks, and even as late as the early1990s, he still referred to the 
electronic world as “an age I have hitherto styled the age of ‘secondary 
orality, but which is better described, as it now appears to me, as an age 
of secondary orality and secondary visualism—exemplified, for example 
on television and in videocassettes” (Doc MSS 6.4.2.1.2.12). Increasingly, 
though, he became more interested in the effects of computers on human 
consciousness and unconsciousness, particularly through the pervasive- 
ness of binary digitization. Ong associated digitization with division, 
fractioning, writing, print, formalization, numbers, visuality, spatiality, 
logic, closure, textuality—all of which he considered essential for human 
development, but which, if employed unreflectively, could threaten the 
inviolability of the self. Hermeneutic “encounter” was a corrective to both 
textualist frameworks and digitization. 
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Once again, the line of Ong’s thinking can be traced through lectures 
and two series of Graduate Student Symposiums that he conducted in the 
1990-91 and 1991-92 academic years. 


1990/91 Symposiums 


In the summer of 1990, Ong began a brainstorming document listing 
twenty possible topics for the symposiums, including topics and even 
chapter titles from LAH-90: “Meaning and Interpersonal Trust”; “The 
Mythology of Logos”; “Rhetoric, Plato, Logos, and Digitization; or Rhet- 
oric, Writing, Print, and Digitization; “Electronics and Language”; “The 
Said and the Unsaid”; “Electronics, Style, Imagination, Thought” (Doc 
MSS 64.2.1.1.21). 

Ong’s approach to his material was dynamic: he was working out his 
ideas as he taught and thus he modified the sessions as he went along, 
consistent with his principle that knowledge is best developed through 
conversation and dialogue.'* The changes to the 1990 Fall and Spring 
semesters registered a new focus. 


Fall 1990 Planned Fall 1990 Taught 

History of English as an History of English as an 
Academic Subject Academic Subject 

Orality, Writing, Print, Orality, Writing, Print, 
Electronics Electronics 


The Flip Side of Deconstruction Under Deconstruction 


Spring 1991 Planned Spring 1991 Taught 


You and Your Students More Under Deconstruction 
Rhetoric, Writing, Digitization Tools, Body, Brain, and Writing 
Hermeneutics and “Facts” You and Your Students 


Most significant is the renaming of “The Flip Side of Deconstruction” 
to “Under Deconstruction” and its spilling over into two sessions. In Sym- 
posium 4 Ong explained his rationale for the name change: 


‘Under’ to be taken here in any and all of the senses which suggest themselves: 
(1) what lies beneath, under deconstruction. (2) Deconstruction as something 
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being built, as being under construction. (3) Deconstruction is something 
being deconstructed, as under deconstruction. (3) [sic] Deconstruction is seen 
as under-deconstructed, as not deconstructed enough. (4) What it means to 
live under the reign or the power of deconstruction. (5) Others? 


Ong began Symposium 4 with Jasper Neel’s Plato, Derrida, and Writing 
(1988); his note card reads: 


The flip side of deconstruction . . . everything Derrida, and deconstruction- 
ism generally, assert is subsumable under these propositions: (1) “The Writ- 
er’s Audience is Always a Fiction [sic]; (2) truth is achieved only in a concrete 
existential activity consisting of dialogue (with another or with oneself) and 
the interaction of this dialogue with its nonverbal context. 


Ong thus continues his interest in the themes of LAH but also pursues 
new connections. For Symposium 3, “Under Deconstruction,” Ong refers 
to his essay “Language as Encounter in Voice and in Text: Hermeneu- 
tics from Sound to Digitization,” which states that taking textuality as a 
paradigm or “analogue for everything,” leads to distortion, particularly 
regarding the nature of the human self: 


Deconstruction: Heidegger’s alethéia, like Kant’s noumenon-phenomenon, 
< knowledge by analogy with sight only. Coverup: something always be- 
hind the surface that you see or behind the surface under that surface, ad 


infinitum. 


In “Language as Encounter in Voice and Text” Ong explains that text is 
the most recent example of reductive models for understanding human 
activity, which have included classical causation, structuralism, games, 
drama, ritual, and symbolic action. In these attempts, “the mysterious is 
reduced handily to the already known” (Doc MSS LANGENCR.TXT). 

Eventually Ong clarifies that digitization should also be added to 
this list. 


1991-1992 Symposiums 


The 1991-92 graduate student symposiums were a continuation rather 
than repetition of the 1990-91 series. The original title for the 1991-92 
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symposiums was another variation of a now familiar formula: “Herme- 
neutic Encounter in Orality and Text.” However, in Symposium 3 (No- 
vember 19, 1991) Ong announced a new title, “Possible Misprisions in 
Today’s Literary Theory (misprision in the sense of not saying or revealing 
something you ought to say or reveal: e.g., misprision of treason)” (Doc 
MSS 64). Examples of such misprisions are the ideas of deconstruction- 
ists, textualists, and artificial intelligence enthusiasts that misrepresent the 
interiority of the human person. 
The symposium topics planned were: 


Where Does the Study of English Come From? 

Nouns versus Pronouns 

Evolution toward Language: Continuity and the Impasse 
The Alliance of Language and Thought with Sound 
Three Fields of Hermeneutics* 

Computer-Assisted Thought and Writing** 


ONG ee a 


*Changed to Information, Communication, Rhetoric, and Persons 
**Changed to Writing, Print, and Electronics All Restructure 
Thought, March 30, 1992 


Symposium 4 shares its title with chapter 5 of LAH, but the other sym- 
posiums are also linked with that manuscript. In the margins next to each 
topic Ong penciled in filenames of sources for those lectures. Most of 
these filenames correspond to the electronic folders for the chapters in 
LAH-94. 

Lecture 2, “Nouns and Pronouns” 


LANGHERM.04 (The Interpersonalism of Hermeneutics, Oral and 
Other) 

LANGHERM.11 (Hermeneutics in Children’s Learning to Speak) 

LANGHERM.07 (Hermeneutics and the Unsaid) 

HERMENC2.VTD (Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and in Text; [not 
from LAH])* 


Lecture 5, “Three Fields of Hermeneutics” (Information, Communica- 
tion, Rhetoric, and Persons) 


The Evolution of the Idea and the Text 139 


STYLE.OTD (Style in Oral Speech and Style in Texts; [not from LAH]) 
LANGHEARM.05 (Affiliations of Hermeneutics with Texts) 
LANGHERM.09 (Hermeneutic and Communication in Oral Cultures) 


Lecture 6. “Writing, Print, and Electronics All Restructure Consciousness” 
LANGHERM. 12 (Language, Technology, and the Human)'* 


A five-page description of all the symposiums is broken down into eigh- 
teen points that are distributed among the six sessions. Each session is also 
summarized in one or two pages of lecture notes (apart from the first one 
which is a carryover from the previous year). 

The 1991-92 symposiums blended the concept of language as herme- 
neutic with the new emphasis on language and hermeneutic as encounter. 
Already in the 1990-91 symposiums, Ong had initiated this transition 
when he titled his work “Language as Encounter,” rather than “Language 
as Hermeneutic” (emphasis added). Similarly, he supplemented the read- 
ings from Language as Hermeneutic in the 1991-92 Symposiums with 
“Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and Text” (for Symposium 2) and 
“Hermeneutic Encounter: Voice, Text, Digitization: Reflections on Verbal 
Communication” (for Symposium 5).!” 

In his outline for “Language as Encounter in Voice and in Text: Herme- 
neutics from Sound to Digitization” [LANGHEANCR.OUT], Ong clari- 
fied his choice of the word “encounter”: 


Explain etymologies of hermeneutics and interpretation. In-betweenness, 
encounter. Encounter involves basically an “I” and a “you” (“thou”), so 
that the names of the interlocutors are basically irrelevant, set off by com- 
mas in texts, as the pronouns “I” and “you” are not... . The whole naming 
process is never a matter of speaker-idea-word-thing, but is always embed- 


ded in the encounter of two unconsciousnesses.” (2) 


The word “encounter” had special resonance for Ong, for a number of 
reasons. The evolution of his focus from “Language as Hermeneutic” to 
“Language as Encounter” to “Hermeneutic Encounter” harkens back to 
Ongian themes from the 1960s when he had cast the hermeneutic/digital 
dialectic in terms of the dialectic of mechanization and the encounter of 
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self with self and with others: “What I mean by man’s encounter with 
himself is in a way a correlative of mechanization” (“Religion, Scholar- 
ship” 421). As with the increased interest in hermeneutics due to digiti- 
zation, “the puzzling fact [is] that, as technology has become more and 
more dominant, personalist philosophies, philosophies of ‘presence,’ of 
encounter, and of dialogue come more and more to the fore” (425). With 
“encounter” Ong thus invokes a long tradition of personalist trends in 
philosophy, sociology, psychiatry, and anthropology, mentioning such fig- 
ures as Martin Buber, Jean-Paul Sartre, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, Rollo 
May, and Ludwig Binswanger. In existential psychiatry and particularly in 
Germany in the 1950s, “encounter” describes the psychotherapist-patient 
relationship, a practice with which Ong had been familiar during his nine- 
teen years of co-conducting a series of informal seminars on psychiatry 
and literature at Saint Louis University.’ And of course in personalism, 
“encounter” refers to a negotiation of meaning between interiors, be- 
tween the “I” and a “Thou,” and it reinforces the notion that knowledge 
and communication are optimized in dialogue or conversation. The im- 
portance of “Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and in Text” is underscored 
by the fact that on an earlier version (Doc MSS HERMENC1.VTD) Ong 
had inscribed the subtitle, “Possible Misprisions in Today’s Literary The- 
ory,” the alternate name Ong gave to the entire 1991-92 symposium se- 
ries.” The misprision is the unreflective use of textuality as a model for 
language that leaves little place for encounter. 

Ong’s unfinished essay, “Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and in Text,” 
is a substantial forty-two page draft that covers many of the same topics 
as Language as Hermeneutic, sometimes using the same passages. One 
difference is that within this essay, Ong quotes Stephen Tyler and Henry 
Sussman, both of whom had offered Ong’s oralism as an alternative to the 
textualization of Derrida. Though Ong states that his scholarship was not 
consciously motivated by such an intention, it is clear at this point that a 
response to deconstruction was on his mind in his later works. 

Under the handwritten heading, “Text as (indirectly) encounter. Words 
not ‘signs, ” Ong in 1990 typed on an ephemera card: 


If we take the text as the primary manifestation of language (as is common 
in a typographic culture), language cannot be rooted in encounter—that 
is, as sounded discourse between individuals in each other’s presence in a 
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certain time and place and nonlinguistic context. Can we read text and in- 
terpret it as a kind of encounter? In the world of sound, words are not 
“signs,” a visually based borrowed concept (signum), but are exchanges be- 
tween persons. (Doc MSS 64, Box 155) 


Again, Ong asserts that his scholarly pursuits were not intended as a re- 
sponse to Derrida (see “Hermeneutic Encounter”), but he wrote on a note- 
card for Symposium 4 in the 1990-91 series, “Orality-literacy (incl. print) 
studies & deconstruction [are] contrapuntal” (Doc MSS 6.4.2.1.2.12). 
A primary motivation was to demonstrate that an oral hermeneutic clari- 
fies that in writing, print, and electronic communication, encounter is still 
the basis for language use. 

For the 1992-93 academic year Ong had planned to teach a graduate 
reading course: “Hermeneutic Encounter: Voice, Text, Digitization,” but 
it was not offered. 

Thus though in 1992 Ong was still engaged with the LAH manuscript, 
he was producing a number of other texts as well, frequently repackaging 
material from LAH and other texts into new combinations, as he experi- 
mented with finding a title that integrated his major issues—hermeneutics, 
encounter, voice, textuality, and digitization; and as he also clarified the 
relationships between the self, I-thou communication, intentionalism in 
the development of language, omnipresence of interpretation, the nego- 
tiation of meaning through dialogue, the limitations of a textualist para- 
digm, and the promises and threats of digitization. One senses a waning 
interest in Language as Hermeneutic. 


The Digital Turn 


During the early 1990s Ong’s interest in digitization was being expressed 
outside of the LAH manuscript in a number of essays and presentations. 
Schmandt-Besserat’s Before Writing in 1992 may have reflamed Ong’s in- 
terest in digitization, though already by November 18, 1992, he had been 
brainstorming on “Digitization Ancient and Modern: Separation and the 
Rise of Hermeneutics,” which evolved by 1995 into a copyrighted text, 
“Digitization Ancient and Modern: The Prehistory of Writing and the 
Computer.”*° In this 1992 draft Ong repeated the definition of digitiza- 
tion as calculating by numerically discrete units and the idea that writing 
begins not with literacy but numeracy. 
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New in chapter 10 of LAH-90, “Logos and Digitization,” is a para- 
graph on digitization and memory, in relationship to Salvador Dali’s 
most famous painting The Persistence of Memory (Doc MSS 64.1.1.1).”! 
“Human memory dwells in time and is more than just recall: it is, strictly 
speaking, non-digitizable, as is the case with time itself” (the essay is 
printed in an appendix to this volume). Similarly, digitized data are not 
commensurate with human knowledge. In chapter 10 of LAH-94 Ong 
allied “knowledge” with the orality of speech and “data” with the visual- 


ism of text. 


Digitization means reduction to separate, numerable forms, to digits. 
Knowledge thought of as so reduced we commonly designate as “informa- 
tion” or “data” (that is, what is “given”). The term “data” or “what is 
given” suggests not an oral, auditory world of knowledge allied to spoken 
words ..., but suggests rather more directly a tactile-visual world, a world 
in which items are somehow physically “given” or handed over to us. (100) 


In a number of other essays and lectures of this period Ong extended this 
distinction. In “Orality, Text, Electronics: Hermeneutic Theorems” Ong 
formulated the equation: “Information : Communication : : Digitization : 
Hermeneutics” (Doc MSS ORLTXTEL.HTH). Information, fact-gathering, 
is fragmenting; communication, understanding the facts, is unitive. 

In LAH-94 he paired the information age with the age of interpretation 
and the age of hermeneutics. A further christening occurs in a passage new 
to chapter 12: 


The age in which human existence is now framed, the age in which human 
life and technology so massively and intimately interact, can well be styled 
not only the information age and the age of interpretation, but, perhaps 
even more inclusively, the ecological age, in principle an age of total inter- 
connectedness, where everything on the earth, and even in the entire uni- 
verse, is interconnected with everything else, not only in itself but, ideally, in 
human understanding and activity. (91) 


But for the most part, these new insights were developed outside of Lan- 
guage as Hermeneutic. 

Probably among the last revisions that Ong made to Language as Herme- 
neutic is the new prologue, “Language, Hermeneutics, and Digitization,” 
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which ends abruptly: “By the same token that it is an information age, 
our age is an interpretation age.” Rather than update Language as Her- 
meneutic, it appears Ong chose to develop his ideas elsewhere, includ- 
ing in the 1996 published essay, “Information and/or Communication: 
Interactions.” 


The Text of LAH-94 


It is clear that Ong’s ideas were blossoming vigorously and it became dif- 
ficult to root them in a single pot. 

It is not known when Ong began inserting his handwritten edits of 
LAH-90, or when he ceased his revisions. The date assigned here, 1994, 
is the one at which Ong said he was abandoning the manuscript, but it is 
possible that Ong ceased working on it prior to that. The latest date of a 
work cited in LAH-94 is 1991. LAH-94 is not prepared as a completed 
text, as is LAH-90. The LAH-94 version does not exist in hard copy nor 
in a one complete electronic file. Instead, each chapter is saved indepen- 
dently in the same electronic folder, sometimes in different fonts and lay- 
out. Because the files were moved at a later time, only the saved dates, not 
the dates of composition, can be determined. The earliest saved file date is 
September 8, 1994, and the last is October 13, 1994. The electronic folder 
contains fifteen chapter files, including two prologues, two versions of 
chapter 3, a table of contents, illustrations, references, and supplementary 
materials. 

The folder contents suggest that the draft is unfinished: two prologues 
and two versions of chapter 3 are not integrated. The table of contents is 
not updated from LAH-90. The list of references has only minor changes 
from LAH-90. 

Not included in the references are writers whom Ong prominently 
cited in his Graduate Symposiums and his scholarship of this period; oth- 
ers are mentioned only in passing. 

A glaring omission is Denise Schmandt-Besserat whose 1992 Before 
Writing was the basis for Ong’s “Digitization Ancient and Modern: Be- 
ginnings of Writing and Today’s Computers” (1998), and with which 
Ong had been familiar before its publication. John DeFrancis whom Ong 
praised for an “almost superhuman survey of scholarship” in his 1989 
Visible Speech (1990-91 Graduate Symposium 2, 2) is mentioned once 
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in chapter 2, but though his name is penciled in on the edited copy of the 
LAH-90 references, he is not included in the LAH-94 references. Derek 
Bickerton (Language and Species) to whom Ong frequently adverted in the 
early 1990s is not mentioned at all, and Joshua Meyrowitz (No Sense of 
Place) is mentioned in the essay but not in the references. Mikhail Bakhtin 
and Ivan Ilych likewise receive less attention than would be anticipated, 
given the subject matter.” Some citations in the references are incomplete, 
and particularly telling is that the latest publication cited is 1990 (Leith’s 
Formalism in AI and Computer Science, which Ong had read in prepub- 
lication typescript).?° 

Two major problems in the 1994 version suggest Ong was beginning to 
take the essay in a new direction but instead decided to drop the project 
entirely. 

The second prologue in the folder is saved as LANGHERM.OOA (the 
original prologue is labeled LANGHERM.0). This second prologue itself 
has a title, “Language, Hermeneutics, and Digitization.” It could be con- 
jectured that this is a prologue for a different work of that name that was 
misfiled in the LAH computer folder. Or the title might simply apply to 
the prologue itself, not to a longer work by that name. We are speculating, 
though, that the new prologue was an attempt to reorient the essay more 
toward digitization. 

The original prologue’s thesis is that all language is hermeneutic, with 
a subsidiary thesis that hermeneutics and digitization are opposite but 
collaborative forces. In the new prologue, the previously subsidiary thesis 
is now announced in the first sentence as the thesis, and “language as her- 
meneutic” is not mentioned. Particularly toward the end of the prologue, 
the style and tone become “chatty” and even perhaps quirky as he relates 
a sixty-year-old memory that haunts him. In his 1990 inquiry to Harvard 
regarding the publication of the work Ong had acknowledged that he 
intended Language as Hermeneutic to be informal, but the awkwardness 
of this text and the abrupt ending suggest that the prologue was a work 
in progress. 

Further, LAH-94 has two versions of chapter 3: filename LANG- 
HERM.03 titled “The Hermeneutic Imperative of Verbalization,” and 
filename LANGHERM.034A, titled “Affiliations of Hermeneutics with 
Text,” a slight variant of chapter 5’s title, “The Affiliation of Hermeneu- 
tics with Texts.” In fact, the revised Chapter 3A combines much of the 
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original chapters 3 and 5. However, Ong did not cancel the original chap- 
ter 3 or the original chapter 5, nor did he try to assimilate the material 
from chapters 3 and 5 that were not incorporated into chapter 3A. It ap- 
pears that Ong may have given up on the project at this point, leaving the 
fate of chapters 3 and 5 unresolved. 


The Current Text of Language as Hermeneutic: 
A Primer on the Word and Digitization 


We have approached Ong’s Language as Hermeneutic with a philosophy 
consistent with Ong’s theorem that texts are not closed systems but are 
part of on-going never-finished dialogue. There is no fixed text. 

For the most part, LAH-94 is the basis for this text. However, there are 
some substantial variations. 

On the 1990 version Ong had made a number of handwritten addi- 
tions, deletions, and comments. Some of the additions and deletions are 
carried over into the 1994 version and others are not. Because Ong never 
finalized his revision, it is impossible to determine with certitude what 
changes he would have made had he the time and interest to continue. Ed- 
itorial judgments were made whether to silently accept or reject proposed 
changes that were not implemented. The marginal comments presented 
additional challenges, and once again we strived to give the manuscript 
the benefit of an editorial review that it would have received had it been 
sent to a publisher. 

The greatest challenges were the materials that Ong began to rework 
but did not complete: the new prologue, two chapter 3s, and an eviscer- 
ated chapter 5. We decided that both prologues should be maintained. 
The original prologue is consistent with the majority of the material in the 
manuscript, but the second prologue signals a new line of thought or em- 
phasis. Reading the prologues in sequence does not create a dissonance. 

For chapters 3 and 5 we had to exercise the most editorial license as 
we tried to honor Ong’s intentions while providing a coherent text. Ong 
had combined chapters 3 of LAH-94 and 5 to form chapter 3A. However, 
chapter 3A also introduced new material and conversely did not include 
all of the paragraphs from chapters 3 and 5. Ong left no notes on what his 
intentions were for chapters 3, 3A, and 5. 
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We decided that Ong’s intentions would be best represented by replac- 
ing chapter 3 with chapter 3A, and deleting chapter 5. Thus in this edition 
there is no chapter titled “Hermeneutic Imperative of Verbalization” as 
there had been in earlier versions; chapter 5 has become a newly formu- 
lated chapter 3; and the total number of chapters has been reduced from 
thirteen to twelve. 

The resulting text of Language as Hermeneutic presented here is not 
polished; it does contain some repetition, false starts, unfulfilled promises, 
and abrupt endings. In that sense, it is more a record of Ong’s thinking 
than Ong’s thoughts. By providing online access to the original manu- 
scripts at the Saint Louis University Doc MSS, we hope to enable scholars 
to engage in a conversation with Ong and to come to their own conclu- 
sions regarding Ong’s intentions. 


1994-1998: Further Developments 


In a sense, Language as Hermeneutic was not abandoned but distilled, 
refined, and supplemented by later lectures, unpublished manuscripts, 
and three major publications, “Hermeneutic Forever: Voice, Text, Digi- 
tization, and the ‘T ” (1995), “Information and/or Communication: In- 
teractions” (1996), and “Digitization Ancient and Modern: Beginnings 
of Writing and Today’s Computers” (1998).** Language as Hermeneutic 
gives a picture of Ong working toward the ideas presented in these essays 
and provides a framework to clarify their connections. An attempt to lo- 
cate Language as Hermeneutic within the totality of Ong’s publications 
can be found in the next chapter below. To appropriate Ong’s terminol- 
ogy, while the current chapter takes apart or “digitizes” Language as Her- 
meneutic, the next chapter “Language as Hermeneutic: An Unresolved 
Chord” is a hermeneutic or unitive move to discover why Ong envisioned 
this book to be a synthesis of his life work. 


LANGUAGE AS HERMENEUTIC: 
AN UNRESOLVED CHORD 


Thomas D. Zlatic 


The person whom this alchemy 
Of history, biography, 

Or pious hagiography 

Would put into a test solution, 
Decant and filter, isolate, 

Resolve into precipitate, 
Dehydrate and desiccate, 
Compress, and roll into a pill- 

A tour de force consummate skill 
Has hatched by patient prosecution 
Of strictly scientific study 

Defies recovery: to date 

Immortal being has eluded 

The fingers of the pursuivant, 
And all his search is unconcluded. 
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The cartoon lies unfinished. 
The chord is unresolved. 


—Walter J. Ong, from “Disposed in Labels: After Reading a Biography” 
(1942) 


Walter J. Ong envisioned Language as Hermeneutic as a distillation of his 
life work. In 1990 he explained to a potential publisher, “Like this book of 
Havelock’s [The Muse Learns to Write], mine is a synthesis which I hope 
will prove useful at multiple scholarly levels, although its tone is at times 
also somewhat personal” (“Letter to Maud Wilcox”). 

A 100-page synthesis of 457 publications over a sixty-year period 
seems a tremendous challenge, particularly because Ong’s scholar- 
ship spans multiple disciplines and treats such disparate topics as the 
sensorium, beatniks, Gerard Manly Hopkins, subway graffiti, Joseph 
Conrad, African talking drums, noobiology, Renaissance education, 
psychodynamics of orality, puberty rites, noetics, John Milton’s logic, 
and many more. It is little wonder that in 1990 and again in 1994 he 
put the work aside, finding it “unsatisfactory” (“Note to Language as 
Hermeneutic”). 

Yet Ong’s prodigious scholarly output evinces a remarkable con- 
tinuity of purpose and themes, as sounded already in one of his earli- 
est publications, the 1942 poem “Disposed in Labels: After Reading a 
Biography”—which serves as warning to anyone attempting to sum up his 
life’s work. After the most meticulous filtration, dissection, dehydration, 
and compression of data, and regardless of the medium or sensory mo- 
dality used to convey the results—attempts to analyze and explicate the 
human person are always incomplete. Neither the digitization of science 
nor the interpretative efforts of the arts can completely capture “immor- 
tal being”—the ineffable self, that unresolvable chord. These three points 
evoked in this early poem—the decontextualized nature of data or “fact,” 
the persistent need for interpretation, and the inexplicability of the human 
person—resonate still in Language as Hermeneutic. 

Certainly Ong’s ideas over a sixty-year period evolved and extended 
into wider and deeper spheres of human understandings. Ong was any- 
thing but monolithic. He continually engaged with current cultural and 
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intellectual trends as he entered into dialogue with scholars from many 
fields, propelled by his principle of relationism—that everything is related 
to everything else—and his conception of scholarship (including science) 


“ce 


as conversation or “arrested dialogue.” Recognizing that no “ ‘true’ mean- 
ing is monistically simple” (LAH 49) he was on the front of intellectual 
currents, whether they be neo-Thomism, New Criticism, rhetoric, phe- 
nomenology, psychiatry, orality, media studies, cosmology, sociobiology, 
anthropology, structuralism, reader-response theory, deconstruction, or 
hermeneutics. 

Is it surprising then that in a short study meant to be a “synthesis” of 
his life’s work, he does not address many of these issues and instead fo- 
cuses on hermeneutics? No. For much of his remarkable productivity can 
be seen as an exfoliation of an abiding orientation. As synthesis of Ong’s 
life work, Language as Hermeneutic clarifies that Ong’s studies in litera- 
ture, rhetoric, history of ideas, philosophy, theology, anthropology, com- 
munications, and so on, frequently had been motivated by his conviction 
of the absolute nonequivalency of idea and being: that there is more to 
being that can be put into concepts, that there is more to concepts that can 
be captured by words, that there is more to words than can be expressed 
through writing. Language as Hermeneutic thus is a call for an “oral her- 
meneutic,” for the necessity of an approach to understanding that incor- 
porates not only logos (logic, clarity, digitization, division, treatise) but 
also mythos (myth, rhetoric, ambiguity, integration, aphorism, story). 

Ong has been frequently misinterpreted by some who had read only 
small selections of his works or who had encountered Ong primarily 
through secondary sources. Recently at a national conference a prestigious 
and clearly brilliant keynote speaker nonetheless criticized Ong’s endorse- 
ment of the visualization and quantification of the educational reforms 
of Peter Ramus, when of course in fact, in his seminal work on Ramus, 
Method, and the Decay of Dialogue and in numerous other studies Ong 
repeatedly and sometimes brutally excoriated the sixteenth-century peda- 
gogue. Clearly there is a need to revisit Ong’s corpus through the lens of 
his final attempt to explain himself. 

This essay demonstrates how Language as Hermeneutic offers insights 
into what over sixty years of publishing Ong thought he was about: that 
is, greater self-articulation and thus freedom through encounter with, and 
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conscious appropriation of, an increasingly particulate world. Language 
as Hermeneutic not only distills Ong’s thinking but also provides a tool 
for resituating his earlier works.’ 


Ong vigorously resisted attempts to classify himself and his work.* He 
showed some tolerance for the designation that his Saint Louis Univer- 
sity literature students applied to his scholarship, “Onglish,”* but labels 
pertain to commodities, and Ong spent a lifetime demonstrating the con- 
fusion that arises when people, knowledge, and mental processes are con- 
ceived in terms of things. 

Ong is perhaps best known for his analyses of four stages of human 
consciousness paralleling the unfolding of communications technology: 
from primary orality (in a culture largely independent of writing), to writ- 
ing, then print, and now electronics,* but this was only one facet of a 
much broader and deeper scholarly project. Late in his career, Ong pro- 
vided this framework to connect his seemingly disparate interests: 


I guess you’d say I’m a cultural historian. The cultural history that I do in- 
volves the study of the evolution of communications media and of forms of 
communication. . . . But communications are not my ultimate focus. More 
basically, I am concerned with the evolution of ways of conceptualizing, 
storing, and retrieving knowledge—human beings’ ways of thinking, and 
why they change. And ultimately I am concerned with the evolution of con- 
sciousness, which I think is the central node in history. (Cargas 1990, 97) 


Ong’s investigations into the “evolution of consciousness” center on the 
development of the mysterious and inviolable self within thirteen and a 
half billion years of cosmic evolution, particularly in relationship to the 
history of communications technology. 

Ong noted in 1957 that for him the most important insight of the in- 
fluential neo-Thomist Jacques Maritain was his opposition “to all mono- 
lithic views holding that there is only one way of knowing, one kind of 
knowledge, whether this be that of scientific experiment, of mathematics 
or even of mystical vision” (“Eternal Spring,” 26). Language as Herme- 
neutic argues for an approach to understanding that is more open and 
inclusive than models of interpretation predicated on texts, models that 
promote fixity and closed-system thinking. Whereas logic and print tend to 
promote closed-system thinking, oral-aural exchange (including rhetoric, 
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dialogue, conversation, and now the secondary orality of electronic cul- 
ture) are more system-breaking, promoting interactional and transac- 
tional open-system thinking, as instanced in literature, television, ecology, 
ecumenism, phenomenology, relativity, quantum theory, social sciences, 
education, and other cultural phenomena. Ong’s tenet of “relationism” 
is ecological: all things are potentially inter-related, if not in space and 
time, through human consciousness, the most closed-off, organized-from- 
within system that we know of. “Human consciousness is open closure” 
(“Voice and Opening,” 337). 

What Ong offers is a postmodern understanding of language and cul- 
ture that is an alternative to both Derridean labyrinths and posthuman phi- 
losophies that envision artificial intelligence as the culmination of cosmic 
evolutionary processes. Ong, like the deconstructionists, was critical of 
the naiveté of logocentrism, or as he styled it, “corpuscular epistemology,” 
but his groundbreaking studies on the role of media environments in the 
structuring of human consciousness enabled him to historicize the decon- 
structive enterprise itself, identifying the literate biases and assumptions 
that underlie that thinking. Positioning himself from the perspective of 
an oral hermeneutic, Ong celebrated the “pretextual.” Despite the pre- 
tense of writing, language use is always contextualized, and that context 
itself defies complete explicitation. Attention to the history and phenom- 
enology of orality reveals that language is not intrinsically a set of labels 
nor a vehicle for the transfer of information; it is a negotiation of mean- 
ing between human persons that is open-ended and without terminus. In 
other words, all language use is hermeneutic. This negotiation of meaning 
through language is not limited to the verbal, nor is it a completely ex- 
plicit, conscious, or rational process. Further, all interpretation is interde- 
pendent with the communication medium through which the negotiation 
is conducted. Thus the probes in Language as Hermeneutic into the philo- 
sophical nature and historical development of language and language use 
can be considered to be prolegomena to media study. 


The Argument 


In his original prologue, Ong announced two theses for Language as Her- 
meneutic: primarily, all language use is hermeneutic, and secondarily, that 
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all communications technology is fractioning or digitizing, creating in- 
creasing complexity and thus a need for integration at a higher level of 
complexity and understanding. The primary thesis speaks to the nature 
of language and its relation to thought. The secondary thesis is concerned 
with the evolution of language and thought in dynamic interplay with 
emerging communications technology. 


Point the First 


The truth of the statement “all language is hermeneutic” is occluded by 
visualist/textual models of interpretation promoted by a print mentality. 
Thus Ong explained of his manuscript, “One purpose of the present treat- 
ment is to introduce into the study of hermeneutics more reference to the 
oral” (LAH 22). 

It is not always recognized, however, that the “oral” is a fuzzy or 
multi-faceted term in Ong’s work, resulting in skewed interpretations of 
Ong’s ideas. The “oral” is not equivalent to what is voiced: the transcrip- 
tion of an illiterate person’s testimony may be more oral than the reading 
aloud of a book composed in writing. That is because “oral” can refer to 
speech, which like its counterpart writing, is a mode of communication. 
But the oral can also refer to orality (or oralism), a habit of mind, as is 
its counterpart, literacy. Thus the set of terms “speech/writing” refers to 
modes of communication whereas the pair “orality/literacy” refers to the 
habits of mind that are fostered by such modes (Heckle, qtd. in Welch 
1999, 66). 

“Primary orality” refers to the mental processes for comprehending, 
processing, organizing and communicating knowledge by those within a 
traditional culture that has had no or little exposure to writing—as Ong 
described in his most widely read and translated book, Orality and Lit- 
eracy (1982), which Ong later said is an effort to explain “oral hermeneu- 
tics” in ways not previously attempted.’ In an oral culture emphasis is not 
on abstract, formal thought but on concrete, situational thinking that is 
rooted in the human life world. 

In addition to its historical manifestation in primary orality, the “oral” 
also refers to the spoken word, to sounded human speech. “Spoken word,” 
though, Ong would say is a redundancy, for a “real” word is always 
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sounded, whether physically or imaginatively in the mind of a reader. 
Ong demonstrates the ramifications of this in his phenomenological in- 
vestigation of the sensorium, finding that each sense orients us differently 
to space and time (The Presence of the Word). The dominant sense by 
which knowledge is apprehended influences not only what we know but 
even our concept of what knowledge is. Again, our access to reality both 
illuminates and shadows. Sound is “event-ful,” a happening, a process, 
whereas vision orients us more to space (The Presence; “I See”). Further, 
different communications media engage the senses in different proportions 
with different effects on noetic processes, psychic drives, and personality 
structures. The visualization and spatialization of writing and print pro- 
mote the conception of knowledge as an object—manipulatable in space 
and enduring unchanged through time, even after the death of the author. 
The text seemingly is decontextualized from human interaction and the 
give-and-take of dialogue. 

As valuable and necessary as is a visual synthesis for the development 
of Western culture, for Ong, orality remains “a deep well of our human- 
ity” (Letter to Sheila Nayar). As vision drives toward greater and greater 
explicitation, there is a greater need for a more holistic processing of ex- 
perience that is uniquely accessible through sound. “Sound is alive but at 
the same time evanescent and elusive. It is much easier to describe some- 
thing seen than to describe a symphony. The oral-aural provokes mystery 
more than any other sense does” (“Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and 
in Text”). 

Finally, for Ong the oral also refers quintessentially to conversation or 
dialogue, oral-aural communication in existential situations, particularly 
those involving face-to-face encounters in a shared space or context, in 
which people together negotiate meaning. The oral in contemporary cul- 
ture counters the spatialization, exteriorization, commodification, and 
depersonalization of knowledge that are promoted by writing and print 
technologies. Oral hermeneutics helps to remind us that all human commu- 
nication, whether spoken, written, printed, or electronically encoded, is di- 
alogue, conversation. Such communication is not a sharing of information 
but a sharing of selves. Looking backward from Language as Hermeneutic, 
we can see more clearly in Ong’s earlier works that orality is a spring for 
mythos, for an alternate way of knowing that complements logos. 
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Point the Second 


Once again Ong’s 1942 poem, “Disposed in Labels” is prescient: “to 
date/Immortal being has eluded/The fingers of the pursuivant” (emphasis 
added). In Language as Hermeneutic, the finger’s futile attempt to “grasp” 
the totality of a person’s being is connected to digitization, which etymo- 
logically as well as historically, is associated with counting, to divisioning 
and fractioning, to tactility and spatiality. Ong contends that the history 
of communications technology is a record of increasing digitization that 
manifests itself in analysis, abstraction, logic, and systems. Again, retro- 
spectively, this provides a framework for Ong’s fascination with the West- 
ern world’s transition from a centuries-old age of rhetoric to an age of 
logic, as the drive toward quantification accelerated with the mathemati- 
zation of medieval scholastic logic, the invention of print, the enormous 
popularity of Ramist “method,” the realignments of the artes sermocina- 
les (communication arts)—especially the shift of dialectic or logic from 
an ars disserendi (art of discourse) to an ars bene ratiocinandi (art of 
reasoning)—and the rise of modern science (see Ramus; “Introduction” 
to A Fuller Course; “Renaissance Symbolism”). Such developments re- 
sulted in psychological as well as cultural changes: new understandings of 
the physical universe were paralleled by a corresponding shift in human 
consciousness. Many of Ong’s works speak to this quantification or dig- 
itization that encouraged a reconceptualization of mind and mental pro- 
cesses on visual/spatial models, with knowledge being now “envisioned” 
in terms of structure, system, fields, bodies, and content that could be ma- 
nipulated by “method” and being displayed by diagrams and charts. 

Thus Ong’s subsidiary thesis is that digitization (divisive) and herme- 
neutics (unitive) are countervailing strategies for advancing ourselves and 
our world. The backdrop or context or “pretext” for Language as Her- 
meneutic, though, is human consciousness, for it is through the dialectical 
interplay of digitization and hermeneutics that the self achieves greater 
depths of interiority and thus greater ability to communicate. 

We will trace here the development of Ong’s oral hermeneutic through 
five topoi to which he frequently returns: the foundational orientation in 
personalist thinking; the material and biological base for human thought; 
the use of aphorisms and conversation to explore and communicate 
knowledge; the inescapability of the tacit dimensions of all thinking and 
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communication; and the perpetual need for Jogos to be supplemented by 
mythos. 


Presence of Personalism 


For a Ph.D. candidate writing a dissertation on his works,° Ong in 1974 
clarified his scholarly interests: 


In one way, my concern with such statements [of a metaphysical nature] and 
my concern with communication are convertible with one another, as both 
are convertible also with my concern with personalism. (“Letter to Ran- 
dolph Lumpp,” June 4, 1974, 9) 


The “convertibility” of metaphysics, communication, and personalism 
provides a unique flavor to Ong’s organization and style of writings, writ- 
ings which he construed as a continuing dialogue between one presence 
or interior to others. Ong’s oral hermeneutic is deeply embedded in I-thou 
relationships. 

Walter Ong and Jacques Derrida at times have been, simplistically, 
pitted against each other, which on the surface is a seemingly plausible 
dichotomization in that Ong is the author of a book titled The Presence 
of the Word, and Derrida is famous for his critique of logocentrism and 
the metaphysics of presence. However, both men are postmodern thinkers 
acutely aware of the provisional nature of all knowledge. For instance, 
like Derrida, Ong was critical of logocentric thinking, finding it to be the 
antithesis of hermeneutics: Logocentrism, or as Ong styled it, “corpuscu- 
lar epistemology” 


is the naive belief that direct connections exist between words and things, 
that things are presented rather than re-presented in language. Logocentrism 
places small value on hermeneutics, reserving it for the foreign, ancient, and 
arcane. Ong’s “presence of the word” has nothing to do with logocentrism. 
(Ong, private correspondence, November 1, 1993) 


Rather, for Ong, presence bespeaks personalism; the “paradigmatic sense 
of presence is the presence of one conscious human being to another” 
(LAH 24). 
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In oral exchange it is more obvious than in writing that negotiation of 
meaning is never a completely verbal nor only a cognitive process. Like 
Bernard Lonergan, Ong recognized the distortions that result from at- 
tempts to separate concept from being or explanation from understand- 
ing. Meaning is not an object free-floating in space, to be snatched and 
wrapped in language for delivery to another person. Meaning is negoti- 
ated in a context that is itself interpretative but beyond complete formu- 
lation and understanding. And the process of negotiation is a cognitive, 
psychological, somatic, and pragmatic undertaking, conducted by human 
beings whose interpretation is influenced by a living, organic memory that 
wells up out of both consciousness and unconsciousness. Human com- 
munication is not primarily an exchange of messages, but a sharing of 
interiors, an effort to establish relationships that result in an intensifica- 
tion of one’s sense of self. 

Communication between humans, as Ong defines it, is anchored in 
mystery. Among the most recondite mysteries for Ong is the human self, 
the inexplicable “I,” as described by Gerard Manly Hopkins, with whom 
he had strong affinities (see Ong, “Hopkins’s Articulate Self”): “my self- 
being . . . that taste of myself, of I and me above and in all things, which 
is more distinctive than the taste of ale or alum, more distinctive than the 
smell of walnutleaf or camphor, and is incommunicable by any means to 
another man” (Poems and Prose 145). “This absolutely central, unique, 
and assertive feature of human consciousness” (“Hopkins’s Articulated 
Self” 127) is not a definition of self (Hopkins, the Self 27); nor the decen- 
tered, divided, and deconstructed self that has been identified, for instance, 
by Jacques Lacan and others, nor a self-image or a construction (Hopkins, 
the Self 6) but the “self that obtrudes when one awakens from sleep, the 
self that does not need to be discovered at all” (Hopkins, the Self 4). This 
taste of self becomes more acute as consciousness evolves out of uncon- 
sciousness, partly through interaction with others. This self-contained “I” 
is outer-directed, seeking through outerings or utterings to engage another 
interior, a Thou. In other words, for Ong it is clear that communication is 
inherently rooted in personalism:” 


All human communication is an interiorizing operation. . . . “communica- 
tion” is more than the mere movement of information,” imagined as a com- 


modity shuttled through a “medium” from one point to another in a field. 
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Human communication proceeds from the interior consciousness of one 
human being to the interior consciousness of other human beings. (“Read- 
ing, Technology,” 139) 


Interiority and intentionality distinguish communication from a mere 
exchange of information: “by communications we understand here not 
simply new gimmicks enabling man to ‘contact’ his fellows but, more 
completely, the person’s means of entering into the life and conscious- 
ness of others and thereby into his own life” (Presence 15). This is why, 
during the writing of Language as Hermeneutic, he so frequently created 
working titles that included the word “encounter” to describe communi- 
cation. Ong offers that an oral hermeneutics can help us to re-recognize 
that language is primarily a call or cry of one inviolable human interior to 
another, an encounter between an I and a Thou. 

Thus Ong rejects the notion that humans achieve language through a 
naming process, for instead, intentionalism underlies language. Referenc- 
ing Heidegger, Ong writes, language itself is at its deepest level not pri- 
marily even a system of sounds. There is a primordial attunement of one 
human existent to another out of which all language comes. Man is rooted 
in “speaking silence” (Presence 2-3). Prior to speech there must be an at- 
tunement of one consciousness to another. The speaker must fictionalize 
in his or her own consciousness the hearer, must take on the role of the 
hearer; anticipating feedback, he or she must be speaker and hearer at the 
same time, or as Ong frequently quoted Lavelle, “the speaker listens while 
the hearer speaks” (“Voice as Summons”). 

An oral hermeneutic attempts to recapture a sense of the inherently and 
deeply interpersonal nature of human communication that is blurred by 
textual models of interpretation. Ong makes this point clear in chapter 8 
of Language as Hermeneutic, “Meaning, Hermeneutic, and Interpersonal 
Trust,” when he asserts that “ultimately, meaning and hermeneutic are 
based on personal intersubjective trust” (LAH 58). In a cynical age that 
values a hermeneutics of suspicion, such a statement may appear naive, 
but Ong’s earlier works clarify that the trust or belief that underlies human 
communication is not so much propositional, “belief that” some thing 
is true, but interactional, trust in the sincerity of the other, “belief in” 
some one. Again early in his career, in “The Jinnee in the Well Wrought 
Urn” (1954), Ong recognized that writing and print mask but do not ever 
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completely eliminate the transactional nature of human communication. 
While respectful of the New Critics’ tenets regarding the autonomy of the 
literary work, he contended nonetheless that the personalist nature of all 
art always obstinately asserts itself. We encounter not only a work of art 
but also the artist or jinnee communicating from within it, for “each work 
of art is not only an object but a kind of surrogate for a person” (24). In 
his richly textured essay on “Voice as Summons for Belief” in the same 
collection, Ong further explained it is reductive to imagine that any piece 
of literature is merely an object to be handled: “A literary work can never 
get itself entirely dissociated from this I-Thou situation and the personal 
involvement which it implies” (53): 


Belief is thus not something superadded to communication and thought, but 
something endemic to all human thinking. . . . All human intellectual activ- 
ity implies faith in the possibility of communication and faith in someone 


with whom we can communicate. (“Voice as Summons,” 55) 


Thus Ong shifts the focus from belief in statement to belief in speaker, 
a move in some ways paralleled by both Ricoeur and Tyler as they dis- 
tinguish truth from veracity or honesty. Ricoeur employs this distinc- 
tion between “belief in” and “belief that” in his analysis of “attestation” 
which he finds fundamental in his ontological investigation of “oneself 
as another” (20). Attestation, related to testimony, is concerned with ve- 
racity, not truth; it is without epistemic certainty or pretense to founda- 
tional knowledge, and it always entails a “threat of suspicion”; “Tests of 
sincerity . . . are not verifications but trials that finally end up in an act 
of trust, in a final testimony, regardless of the intermediary episodes of 
suspicion.”® 

Stephen Tyler relates the distinction between honesty and truth to 
modes of communication, suggesting that truth is more of a concern for 
literate cultures whereas oral cultures value honesty. In an oral culture, 
“truth is conceived not as an independent entity but as an honesty based 
on the harmony of words and actions of the one who speaks truly: “There 
is no agentive force outside of the context of telling; one may be a liar but 
not a ‘truther’” (The Unspeakable 190). We can become “hoodwinked by 
writing” (40) into thinking that hermeneutic is external to the conversa- 
tional process rather than immanent. 
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Truth is anchored not in abstractions and statements but in human 
beings—and thus in matter and time. 


A Matter of Time and the Time of Matter 


In a 1996 interview Ong provided yet another entrée into his work, this 
time through the entirety of cosmic evolution: 


In the areas we have touched on (my publications do treat of other mat- 
ters), academically I should like to be remembered for this, among other 
things: furthering understanding of the relationships between verbal as well 
as other types of human expression and the total evolution of the cosmos 
that we human beings are part of and are still learning more and more about 
daily. (Kleine and Gale 83) 


Language as Hermeneutic is written on the fundamental premise that 
hermeneutics and digitization, like all human knowing, are matters of 
time. 

In Language as Hermeneutic (98) Ong quotes a remark that William 
Kurtz Wimsatt, Jr. made to him: “I am a space man, you are a time man,”” 
for its pithiness captured his radically temporal orientation to reality. Ong 
boldly speculated that evolutionary thinking may in fact be the “central 
corporate discovery of all mankind” (“Evolution and Cyclicism,” 125). In 
Ong’s understanding of the then 12.5 billion years of cosmic evolution,'° 
there has been an increasing complexification and interiorization of mat- 
ter to the point that in human beings matter becomes not only conscious 
but also reflective of its own consciousness. 

Ong tries to escape visualist or spatial understandings of time by invok- 
ing interiorization. The past is not before or after us, or even outside of us; 
it is in the present and in us, as we ourselves are in time. “We can control 
the dimensions of length, breadth, thickness, but we cannot control time 
at all. We have to fit into it,” he wrote (Ong, “Church and Cosmos,” 16). 
“Space is mostly beyond us . . . but time is in us: the material in our own 
bodies is five to ten billion years old” (Ong, “Knowledge in Time,” 14). 

It is clear that his investigations into matter-in-time and time-in-matter 
are natural extensions of his commitment to personalism; the billions of 
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years of cosmic evolution culminate in the human being’s ability to utter 
“I.” The interiorization of the self occurs in and through time by engage- 
ment of the self with the nonself, including other selves. 

Ong firmly rejected idealistic efforts to circumvent time and matter 
in order to directly capture knowledge in some ideal, timeless realm. As 
a student in the 1940s, Ong framed his speculations on time and mat- 
ter within a metaphysics and epistemology situated within the context 
of a flourishing “Saint Louis Thomism,” a style of Thomistic philosophy 
marked by a particular interest in the role of sensation in noetic processes. 
Invigorated by the New Criticism that his teacher Marshall McLuhan 
brought to Saint Louis from Cambridge, Ong, in “The Meaning of the 
New Criticism” (1946) conducted a metaphysical inquiry into the struc- 
ture and function of poetry, asserting that the New Critics served as a 
corrective to Cartesianism’s dichotomization of mind and matter that per- 
petuated for centuries the error that “the idea, and not being itself, had 
taken the measure of knowledge” (“Meaning,” 346). 

In this Cartesian redefinition, forgotten was the importance of matter 
in concept formation: “abstractions always come to us in ways which 
reflect their origins out of material existents. They are not things hung to- 
gether on pieces of string, but things found in judgments, the predicate of 
which always comes as form (more abstract) to its subject as matter (more 
concrete) (“Meaning,” 348). Lost was the Aristotelian/Thomistic real- 
ization that “nihil in intellectu quod non prius aliquomodo in sensibus” 
means that concepts are “derived via the senses from material things and 
maintain always some commerce with the material” (“Meaning,” 357). 
Meaning is derived not from logic, proposition, or definition but from 
induction, ultimately by pointing, and in this process context, intentional- 
ity, and sense knowledge are all crucial—a central point expanded on in 
Language as Hermeneutic. 

A judgment, then, composed of a subject and predicate, is a temporal 
affair that does not allow for the instantaneous apprehension sought by 
idealists. In his later essay, “Metaphor and The Twinned Vision” (1955), 
Ong again takes Cartesians to task for being oblivious to the fact that the 
judgment reveals the binarism “endemic to human intellection” (196). 
“In a world of ‘pure intelligence,’ where intellect was not embedded in 
material existence, there would, indeed, be no necessity for the composite 
thing called enunciation or judgment: understanding would be effected 
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immediately by a simple concept, an intellectual monad, not a dyad” 
(197). Words further implicate us in matter and time. The materiality and 
temporality of the spoken word prevent a purely logical understanding of 
reality: 


a further special relation with matter is set up artificially by the use of the 
spoken word. A large number of our abstractions are made and much of our 
knowledge is achieved under the guidance of speech. But concepts are not 
carried on words. They are submerged in the matter of words and must be 
re-abstracted from them, reclaimed from this new matter. The study of the 
use of words, of communication or symbolism or semantics, involves the 
study of an abstractive process. . . . The Cartesian-Kantian dualism had ob- 
scured the fact that concepts and judgments cannot be prepared in one mind 
and handed over like tokens to another. In their movement from intellect to 
intellect, they must pass through matter en route: the vehicle which bears 
from intellect to intellect the judgment compounded of logical matter and 
form is itself a material thing. (“Meaning,” 350-51) 


Although Ong was critical of New Critics on other matters," he did 
applaud their efforts to dethrone the architectonic logic that governed 
poetry and to rediscover the indispensable murkiness or ambiguity that 
comes from sense knowledge and the infra-intellectual. Engagement with 
the “total meaning” of a poem requires “the submergence in matter, 
which alone makes ambiguity possible” (“Meaning,” 362). Being must be 
reinserted over idea. Ong’s claim—that language study must be “the study 
of an abstractive process” because concepts are “submerged in the matter 
of words [and] must be re-abstracted from them, reclaimed from this new 
matter”—is an insight that later is reformulated with deeper implications 
as, “all language is hermeneutic.” 

The rootedness of knowledge in time and matter is most extensively 
pursued in Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness 
(1981), Ong’s foray into noobiology, or the biological underpinnings of 
noetic processes. Through the lenses of biology, anthropology, psychol- 
ogy, social sciences, and academic history, he investigated the material 
base for noetic processes, focusing on adversativeness and contest. While 
acknowledging parallels with the then popular E. O. Wilson’s Sociobi- 
ology: The New Synthesis, Ong clarifies that, contra some claims from 
sociobiology, the material base for intellectual activity is not an argument 
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for materialism or determinism. Thought and human freedom are depen- 
dent on matter but not reducible to matter, for “human self-consciousness 
is biologically unprocessable because it is genetically free-floating,” the 
“I” is not traceable to genetic materials (Fighting 10). Human beings are 
truly microcosms, consisting of 


the genetic heritage, which reaches back into the inorganic world, and 
the biologically unprocessable, genetically free-floating self-consciousness 
which is the only situs of human intelligence and of its dialectical comple- 
ment human freedom. (Fighting 11) 


The temporality and materiality of human understanding also war- 
ranted Ong’s conviction that knowledge is an unending, ongoing process: 
there are no completely explicit statements and there is always more to be 
said. Such a premise underlay Ong’s study of the history of communica- 
tions technology. Knowledge is contoured by the communications tech- 
nology used to think about and share that knowledge. Since any encoding 
system changes what is encoded, further reinterpretation, reexplanation, 
and rediscovery are always required as new media gain ascendancy 

Regardless of the communication medium, knowledge is always 
wrapped up with time, matter, the senses, biology, technology, the uncon- 
scious, culture, and silence—some of which is beyond encoding in lan- 
guage. In fact, Ong contends, immersion in time and matter is intrinsic 
even to profound philosophical speculation that would seem to be more 
timeless and ethereal: “serious philosophical statement deeply involves 
not only consciousness but also the unconscious (more “bodily,” less freed 
than consciousness) (Fighting 33). Truth runs deep. And for the explora- 
tion of these depths, aphorism and dialogue may be the best approach. 


“Knowledge Broken”: Aphorisms, Dialogue, 
and Conversation as Hermeneutic 


Before settling on “Language as Hermeneutic” as the title for the course 
he taught while composing his corresponding manuscript, Ong had 
named it “Interpretation and Being,” which hints at the metaphysical in- 
terests of the course and later of his book. In his 1974 letter that identified 


An Unresolved Chord 163 


communication, personalism, and metaphysical statement as being “con- 
vertible” in his thinking. Ong also speculated that metaphysics ultimately 
might be the anchor for his scholarly investigations: 


On the other hand, I am not quite sure that the evolution of the media is at 
the center of my thinking. As a matter of fact, I don’t believe it is. What is 
at the center? Metaphysics, I suppose, and I am sure that metaphysics some- 
how ultimately rests on aphoristic statements. (Letter to Randolph Lumpp, 
June 4, 1974)8 


The use of aphorisms in philosophical thinking, wisdom literature, and 
even medicine has a long history, extending from Hippocrates through 
figures such as Jesus and Francis Bacon, to Nietzsche and Wittgenstein. 
Though Ong’s colleague Marshall McLuhan was more renowned for such 
pithy, oracular statements, both men as scholars in Renaissance litera- 
ture and rhetoric were intrigued by the aphorism, a verbal art form strad- 
dling the borders between literature and philosophy that substitutes for 
argument and demonstration such literary/rhetorical devices as metaphor, 
metonymy, hyperbole, oxymoron, paradox, juxtaposition, and wit.'* The 
aphorism blended logos and mythos, digitization and hermeneutics. 

McLuhan’s 1944 Cambridge dissertation on Thomas Nashe within 
the context of the trivium explored the importance of aphorisms for 
both metaphysics and science, in the tradition of Francis Bacon whose 
aphoristic style was a way “of keeping knowledge in a state of emer- 
gent evolution” (McLuhan 57n45). McLuhan noted Bacon’s contrast of 
the aphorism with the “method” of his day: “Aphorisms, representing a 
knowledge broken, do invite men to inquire farther; whereas Methods, 
carrying the show of a total, do secure men, as if they were at farthest” 
(qtd. in McLuhan 200-201). Further, the aphorism “was to portray, 
not a thought, but a mind thinking, or, in Pascal’s words “la peinture 
de la pensée” (qtd. in McLuhan 201n31). The aphorism as “knowledge 
broken”—stripped from argument and proof—creates cognitive disso- 
nance that stimulates knowledge as a process rather than a content. Not 
surprisingly, then, in his reminiscences of McLuhan as a former teacher, 
Ong singled out as McLuhan’s most effective pedagogic trait: the use of 
aphoristic statements to upset one’s paradigms, to get people thinking 
(“McLuhan as Teacher”). 
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The aphorism as broken knowledge is a vehicle for an oral hermeneu- 
tic that privileges dialogue over digitization and is open to the unspoken 
and unspeakable that resonate in and under both thinking and conversa- 
tion. Ong’s predilection for metaphysical statement wrapped in aphorism 
helps us not only to grasp the import of Language as Hermeneutic, but 
also to understand better the connection between two of Ong?’s earlier 
works whose topics might otherwise seem unrelated, rhetoric and logic in 
Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue and noobiology in Fighting 
for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness. 

Fighting for Life’s investigation of the biological underpinnings of 
human mental activity focuses on adversativeness, particularly on ago- 
nistic structures in human consciousness, unconsciousness, and behavior. 
Human thinking is rooted in adversativeness—in struggle or opposition, 
partly because human truth itself, at its depths, is dialectically structured: 
“the truly profound and meaningful principles and conclusions concern- 
ing matters of deep philosophical or cultural import are . . . invariably 
aphoristic or gnomic, and paradoxical. Their meaning is both clear and 
mysterious, and dialectically structured” (31). But, Ong continues, “by 
dialectically structured I do not mean containing a contradiction. ... I 
mean that the ultimately profound statements are always duplex: they 
say, at least by implication, two things that are related to one another by 
asymmetric opposition” (31). For instance, one might profess that experi- 
ence is the best teacher, and still maintain experience is the worst teacher: 


The opposition between the two statements is not symmetrical (is-is not) 
but asymmetrical (is-but). When you look carefully at the one statement, 
the somewhat askew qualification buried within it shows, revealing that 
the statement is really duplex. And when stated in duplex form, at least 
one of the two resulting contrasted statements will have new duplicities 
within it. (32) 


Similarly, “The medium is the message” may be true, but is not complete 
or final. “The medium is not the message” is also true, in some ways, ways 
that must be negotiated in dialogue—of which there is no end. 

Language as Hermeneutic reaffirms the “is-but” structure of asymmet- 
ric opposition in aphorisms as an alternative to the flat contradiction, “is-is 
not,” of binary thinking, which Ong identified with the sixteenth-century 


An Unresolved Chord 165 


logician and educational reformer, Peter Ramus. In his massive Harvard 
doctoral dissertation, Ramus, Method and the Decay of Dialogue (1954), 
Ong documented how the printing press influenced a reconceptualization 
of knowledge in terms of vision and space, as exemplified by Ramus’s 
method. To illustrate, Ong contrasted aphoristic thought and commu- 
nication with the method of Ramus, who stripped the personalist cast 
from rhetoric and dialectic and oriented humans in a world of silent space 
(227, 318). A major motivation for Ong’s antipathy to Ramus’ method 
was Ramus’ rejection of aphoristic thinking—his denial of the “duplex” 
nature of understanding and rejection of mystery and dialogue: “To 
[Ramus’] mind the sense that utterances can somehow touch mysterious 
depths which analysis can never quite fathom (without itself opening still 
greater depths) is of course lost” (Rhetoric, Romance 163). Ong noted in 
particular the contrast between aphorism and analysis: 


One of the most significant points of difference [emphasis added] between 
Ramus’ program and other programs generally is Ramus’ failure to provide 
any such collection [of sententiae] for the student to work with... . What- 
ever is caught in any expression is, for Ramus, not usable unless it has first 
been analyzed. The passion for analysis militates against Ramus’ resort to 
aphorisms and other “pointed” sayings. (Rhetoric, Romance 155-56) 


Ong is unrelenting in his critique of Ramus’ method that trivialized 
aphorism: 


If an apothegm or a proverb or an aphorism should by any chance come to 
mind, before one uses it one had best write it down and analyze it gram- 
matically, rhetorically, logically, mathematically, or “physically.” What it 
“contains” is what comes out of the analysis, not what it actually says be- 
fore it is analyzed. . . . To this mind the sense that utterances can somehow 
touch mysterious depths which analysis can never quite fathom (without it- 
self opening still greater depths) is of course lost. All statement is flat, plain, 
and if it is not this, it is deficient as statement. (Rhetoric, Romance 163) 


Before settling on the title Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, 
Ong in a 1952 letter to his parents, asked, “What do you think of this as a 
title, possibly: The Clunch Fist of Method: Ramus and the Modern Mind? 
(Clunch means clenched—old form, from a quotation. Pll have to explain 


166 Part I: About Language as Hermeneutic 


the title, but that’s what a book is for, to explain)” (“Letter to his parents”). 
The clunch fist of Ramus’s logic and method contributes to the “decay of 
dialogue,” in that it continues and accelerates the fractioning process begun 
at least by the time of ancient Greek philosophers who broke knowledge 
into pieces for easier manipulation. Aphorisms thus are part of an oral 
hermeneutic, a strategy to supplement the apprehensions of visualist/tactile 
understandings of the world with the resonances of approaches modeled 
on sound rather than texts. Ong’s own aphorism “all text is pretext” calls 
attention to the necessity of dialogue to fill in the inevitable gaps and in- 
completeness of any statement, written, oral, or electronic. 

When in the 1980s Ong began research into Language as Hermeneu- 
tic, he created a series of notecards on aphorisms. It is significant that his 
definition of “aphorisms” was written under the heading “hermeneutics”: 
“a truth which contains its own reflection on itself—and hence incorpo- 
rates within itself a dialectic which renders it bottomless as well as intel- 
lectually appealing” (Notecards 9-30-84). In this same set of cards, Ong 
recorded from Crossan’s influential book, In Fragments: The Aphorisms of 
Jesus, statements such as, in the aphorism the hearer/reader is “challenged 
to hermeneutics” (14); the aphorism “is always a heuristic matrix and a 
hermeneutical challenge” (22); “it defies all the systems” (10); it is “a form 
of epistemological conflict” (11); whereas method is more suited for proof 
and belief, aphorisms as knowledge broken “point toward action” (14-16). 

The aphorism is thus a hermeneutical tool, the language of meta- 
physics. In fact, Richard Gray maintains the aphorism’s importance in 
the development of hermeneutical thought in the German Romantic and 
post-Romantic periods, and he argues that the aphorism can instance Hei- 
degger’s hermeneutical circle: “as the part that calls for contextualization 
in a whole, the aphorism challenges the reader to project a contextual 
whole under which the part can sensibly be subsumed” (54-55). Ong adds 
that the aphorism also helps to undermine an uncritical reliance on inter- 
pretative models based on vision or text that were generated in the age 
of print, for which he recommends as a corrective a supplementary “oral 
hermeneutic.” 

Ong’s insights resonated with the “oral hermeneutic” of the social 
philosopher Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who prioritized speech over the 
discursive reasoning of traditional investigation. In a 1960 review, Ong 
noted that in Rosenstock-Huessy 
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One returns here from a world of “observation” and measurement to an 
older world of gnomic expression and chthonic wisdom. Rosentock-Huessy’s 
“conclusions” tend to be of the nature of apothegms—not apothegms ut- 
tered in a vacuum but brought to bear on particular developments in culture 
and thought . . . if this is proverbial wisdom, it is a highly informed and so- 
phisticated one, much more so than other such wisdoms in the past because 
it is generated out of, and brought to bear on, a mass of particular details in- 
accessible to earlier ages. (“Philosophical Sociology,” 140-41) 


Note: “observation” and “measurement”—digitization—are implied by 
the “mass of particular details,” but the interpretation is framed within 
oral discourse” (“Philosophical Sociology” 138, 140). This rang true for 
Ong for whom sound provided a more intimate connection with time and 
interiority, with depths of meaning that visualist analysis cannot reach. 
The aphorism blends chthonic oral wisdom and postprint awareness—that 
is, mythos and logos. 

But while advancing an oral hermeneutic Ong made clear he was not 
retrospective in his thinking, as some critics have charged. Though some- 
times used interchangeably, the terms “aphorism” and “proverb” are 
linked to different media environments. The proverb is an expression of 
conventional wisdom of a traditional (oral) culture that brings discus- 
sion to a close, while the aphorism is an insight from a clearly individual 
(literate) perspective that stimulates thinking: “Proverbs give no reason 
for none is needed; aphorism does not because none is possible” (Cros- 
san 25). Ong characterizes Rosenstock-Huessy as a thinker who is able 
to communicate through aphorisms from a postprint perspective. Thus 
Ong’s oral hermeneutic is not a call for the resurrection of an unreflec- 
tive oral mentality, as some have charged, but an attempt to expose the 
limitations of visual models for understanding that promote fixity and 
closed-system thinking. Hermeneutically challenging, anti-systematic, 
dialectical, epistemologically conflicting, open-ended, time-bound, action- 
oriented, and sensitivity to silence and mystery—these traits warrant the 
inclusion of aphorisms into an oral hermeneutic. 

Aphorism as “knowledge broken” not only prefigures the first thesis of 
Language as Hermeneutic (“use of language from the very beginning is in- 
terpretation or hermeneutic”) but also applies to the book’s subsidiary thesis 
(that communications technology is fragmenting in that it decontextualizes 
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knowledge from human dialogue and thereby atomizes knowledge into 
data). However, knowledge broken through technologies of the word still 
can be evocative. The overwhelming proliferation of digitized and math- 
ematized binary data make more urgent a unitive effort toward integration. 

Already in 1957 Ong claimed that “radically, all human knowledge 
is held in a dialogue setting . . . it is by taking part in the dialogue that 
we learn” (“Scholarly,” 74-75; Zlatic, “Talking Literature”). Dialogue is 
time-bound, asymmetrical, open-ended, unsettling, nonsystematic, nego- 
tiable, and sensitive to silence and mystery. It inhabits the middle ground 
of soft oppositions in which Ong locates rhetoric between unreflective 
mythos and formalist logos: 


The ultimate paradigm or model for dialectical relationships is not a flat 
contradiction of formal logic but something from the personal, human life- 
world, conversation itself, dialogue about a particular matter, in which each 
statement by one interlocutor needs qualification from the other interlocu- 
tor’s statement in order to move toward fuller truth. (Fighting 32) 


Ong found that Bakhtin’s work harmonized with an oral hermeneutic: 
8 


This person-to-person dialogue M. M. Bakhtin rightly maintains lies at the 
ultimate base of all utterance, written as well as oral, scientific as well as ca- 


sually conversational or formally literary. . . . Dialogue is thus itself a form 
of hermeneutic, indeed the ultimate model of hermeneutic. Dialogue . . . is 
hermeneutic in hermeneutic’s natural habitat. . . . (LAH 41) 


Further, knowledge as dialogue or conversation has implications for 
I-thou relationships. Dialogue, at its optimum, is “encounter,” the richly 
laden term from personalist philosophies and existential psychiatry that 
Ong became increasingly focused on during the composition of Language 
as Hermeneutic. The “I” and the “thou” in dialogue are beyond complete 
verbalization. Their ineffability necessitates mystery and silence. 


Language as Hermeneutic: The Rest Is Silence 


The silence speaks. Listen to the silence. A presence is never mute. These 
aphoristic paradoxes spoke to Ong, for they too implied the primacy of 
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being over idea, and truth over propositional statement. Since there is 
more to reality than can be completely known or expressed, a proposi- 
tion is an abstraction from the plentitude of being; propositional state- 
ment expands and clarifies meaning but also delimits and confines being 
by ignoring silence, the silence that is tied to what it means to be human. 
Language as Hermeneutic is a call to attend to the silence that gives mean- 
ing to the utterance. 

Ong cannot be more emphatic in stating “The truth of the most clear-cut 
proposition is never within the words alone, but in the words-plus- 
existential-context” (“Hermeneutic Forever,” 19). One thinker who stim- 
ulated Ong’s conception of hermeneutics was Stephen Tyler, who clarifies 
that “speaking silence” means a sign cannot be a sign without a sender 
intending it to be a sign and the receiver knowing it was so intended, and 
this understanding precedes words, which are later given meaning by their 
nonverbal context. The context for saying is itself, in its totality, beyond 
saying. Ong agreed with Tyler that “the initial error in linguistic analysis 
arises from abstracting the system of linguistic signs from their context 
and treating them as independent formal entities” (The Said 461), and 
Ong double-lined this passage from Tyler: “yet it is just the illusion of this 
reduction that the written forms of speech produce. Writing tempts us to 
locate intersubjectivity in the structure of the written code itself or in some 
relation between the code and its object” (464).'5 

Context in face-to-face dialogue—paralinguistics, kinesics, intentions, 
goals, environment, location, history, psychology, health, power relation- 
ships, world views, mood, and much more—is unspeakable in its entirety 
and beyond capture though digitization. Thus the need of an oral herme- 
neutic to supplement hermeneutics based on visual/spatial modeling that 
obscures the fact that all language use is hermeneutic. 

Truth reverberates through but also beyond articulated language. 
Perhaps useful here is David Groarke’s claim that the aphorism is an al- 
ternative approach to philosophy that posits the primacy of intuition or 
insight over deductive argumentation, which has been variously identified 
in Western philosophy as nous, intellectus, intellegentia, intuition, under- 
standing, the natural light of reason, and phronetic insight. In referencing 
Plato’s distinction between intuition (noesis) and discursive knowledge 
(dialectic), Goarke argues “Dialectic does not displace insight; it is a pre- 
lude to insight. It works as a kind of propaedeutic that stimulates the 
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mind; it primes students so that they can experience the telltale flash of 
intuitive insight” (416). 

Ong echoes this point when lauding his teachers, two of the most 
widely known literature professors of the twentieth century. Upon the 
death of Perry Miller, his Ph.D. director at Harvard, Ong sent to Miller’s 
wife, Betty, this tribute, explaining how Miller’s students 


used to strain at his lectures to make sure they were getting, or almost get- 
ting, that little bit more that he wasn’t quite saying because it was the unfor- 
mulated something in his awareness, his vision, which was leading him on 
and, with him, those who listened to him . . . but there was more still to be 
expressed beyond. (Letter to Betty Miller) 


And regarding Marshall McLuhan, a vibrant new young instructor 
at Saint Louis University where Ong was completing masters’ degrees, 
Ong sounded the same theme: “As I suppose is the case with most in- 
fluential teachers, McLuhan had an inarticulable message that lay much 
deeper than the factual material he dealt with in his courses” (“McLu- 
han as Teacher” 130; Zlatic “Ong as Teacher”). No doubt Ong had these 
two great friends in mind when he came to write this in Language as 


Hermeneutic: 


Plato says that truth, such as the philosopher desires, is “not something that 
can be put into words like other branches of learning: only after long part- 
nership in a common life devoted to this very thing does truth flash upon 
the soul like a flame kindled by a leaping spark, and once it is born there it 
nourishes itself thereafter.” Plato put this in his own way, but many persons 
in academia and many others today generally have enough existential conti- 
nuity with Plato’s own world to be able to understand him here without any 


particular further explanation. (34) 


Medium as Context/Environment 


Ong resisted using the term “media,” believing that the word clouded 
the human interactions that are endemic in human communications (In- 
terfaces 46), but with Marshall McLuhan and Neil Postman he is gener- 
ally regarded as a founding figure in media ecology, the study of media 
as environment, though it appears that Ong’s primary interest in media 
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developments is a subset of his fascination with the inscrutable self who 
communicates. Again, his interest in communication media is convertible 
with metaphysics and personalism. 

Media are part of the “unspeakable” context or environment. Thus 
various ways of mixing meaning and meaninglessness in various writing 
systems will encourage various kinds of hermeneutics. For instance, writ- 
ing is a technology that restructures thought and consciousness itself, a 
human technology that enhances the sense of self (“Writing Is a Technol- 
ogy”), and under the influence of print, Ramus, Descartes, Kant, Lockean 
psychologists, and Newtonian physicists created visual models of reality 
that image a world of contents and containers in which knowledge has 
tight borders, sharp, distinct edges, and above all, complete clarity as a 
criterion of truth. 

It is a truism that writing silences language, exchanging an eye for an 
ear and space for time. It might be more accurate to say that writing ren- 
ders silence to irrelevance. In spoken dialogue silence is a structural com- 
ponent of the oral, whether in the hesitation, pause, or pregnant cessation 
of speech—silences that can be more meaningful than the spoken words. 
Beyond enunciation, silence includes tacit dimensions, those factors taken 
for granted, that need not be said or cannot be said because of temporal 
restrictions or because the speakers are not even aware of them. When in 
writing all is silent, silence is mute. Or, at least, harder to hear. 

For as Ong points out, texts still “speak.” His dictum that “words 
alone cannot deliver the most clear-cut proposition” is even more true of 
writing. Writing decontextualizes, but in order to be interpreted by the 
reader, it must be recontextualized into the fabric of living. Further, there 
are not even any words on the page or screen but only visible marks that 
must be decoded as they are voiced in the mouth or mind of a reader, and 
the code is not contained in the writing but in the reader who resurrects 
and resituates the conversation (“Before Textuality,” 264). Communica- 
tion is encounter. 

In a frequently republished essay, “The Writer’s Audience Is Always 
a Fiction” (1975), Ong explores this idea of writing as interrupted dis- 
course, demonstrating the changing masks or roles that readers and writ- 
ers must assume when they do not share a circumambient actuality. Not 
only the fiction writer/reader must wear masks: “the historian, the scholar 
or scientist, and the simple letter writer all fictionalize their audiences, 
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casting them in a made-up role and calling on them to play the role as- 
signed” (“Writer’s Audience,” 17). In all cases, regardless of the medium, 
communication involves conversation and context, though oral commu- 
nication requires fewer machinations: 


No matter what pitch of frankness, directness, or authenticity he may strive 
for, the writer’s mask and the reader’s are less removable than those of the 
oral communicator and his hearer. For writing is itself an indirection. Direct 


communication by script is impossible. (“Writer’s Audience,” 20) 


An inability to appreciate the oral and contextual leads in part to the 
byzantine interpretations of deconstructionism. Postmodern in outlook 
and critical of logocentrism, Ong went further, historicizing deconstruc- 
tion itself, setting it within the context of the history of communications 
technology, which deconstruction largely ignores. If one assumes that 
texts are self-contained, they will inevitably self-destruct endlessly: “texts 
have meaning only in so far as they emerge from and are converted into 
the extra-textual. All text is pretext” (“Text as Interpretation” 9). 

Electric and electronic culture presents new contextual challenges. 
With a myriad of variations of simultaneity and distance, of admixtures 
of oral and visual and tactile sensory data strung out multi-dimensionally 
over space and time, context becomes even more unwieldy. Explanatory 
categories such as secondary and now tertiary orality, along with second- 
ary and tertiary visualism evidence that electronic coding, as all encoding, 
changes what is encoded and requires different interpretative methods or 
hermeneutical operations. But Ong’s oral hermeneutics provides a better 
understanding of what is at stake in all these maneuvers. In all the noise of 
contemporary culture, it is even more important to attend to the silence. 


Mythos and Logos in an Electronic Age 


A twenty-year-old unfinished manuscript that the author himself found 
“unsatisfactory” would not seem to offer many rewarding insights on elec- 
tronic technology, even if it was written by one of the twentieth century’s 
foremost American scholars in language and the humanities. Given the 
frenetic pace of technological developments, obviously Ong was unable 
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to envision, and thus significantly underestimated the scope and power of 
electronic technology today.'* But in media studies Ong was less interested 
in the ephemera of technological machinery than in the more enduring re- 
lationship of technology to human consciousness. Once again, he offers 
prolegomena for media ecology. 


Technology as Humanizing 


Ong not only accepted technology but celebrated it.!” Technology is hu- 
manizing. Technology is not foreign to the human organism, but is both 
“outside us and inside us” (“Technology Outside”). Communications 
technology is taken “into” consciousness influencing how we structure 
and process knowledge, reshaping our psychic drives and personality 
structures, and expanding tremendously the amount of information avail- 
able for reflection. Technology itself, when thus interiorized, is made part 
of consciousness in such a way that, rather than humans being trans- 
formed into machines, machines are humanized: “Life envelops and enliv- 
ens the non-living” (“Reading, Technology,” 144). 

As early as 1962 in a Modern Language Association report on trends 
in education,'* Ong argued against a defensive posture regarding the use 
of technology in humanistic disciplines. He was already developing the in- 
sight of Language as Hermeneutic that communication encompasses more 
than can be captured in quantified or mathematical encoding: “Commu- 
nication is not the same as the conveying of information, since it is con- 
stituted by necessarily personal and historical relations which are unique 
and thus cannot be encoded or decoded” (“New Definitions,” 86). At this 
time, Ong framed the dialectic not in terms of digitization and hermeneu- 
tic but exteriorization and interiorization. Developments in communica- 
tions technology result in both a growing depersonalization as well as a 
growing interiorization of consciousness, as marked in part by personalist 


philosophies: 


We must have more and more machines in our communications processes, 
but we must at the same time master them more and more by growth in our 
interior resources. The way to this mastery of necessity involves fuller un- 
derstanding of the history and structure of communications in relation to 
the human psyche. (“Breakthrough in Communication,” 16) 
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Logos as Word and as Organization 


Language as Hermeneutic notes that while mythos and logos originally 
were interchangeable, mythos derived from “word of mouth” (an audi- 
tory image) whereas Jogos derived from “arrangement of discreet units” 
(visual-spatial). Eventually, logos was reserved for rational discourse, 
whereas mythos was relegated to “story.” Ong finds all technologies of 
the word to involve manipulation and ordering of discreet units that is 
registered in the Greek sense of logos. However, Ong’s ideas on the com- 
plementary nature of logos and mythos precede the advent of our comput- 
erized world. Ong’s “The Myth of Myth: Dialogue with the Unspoken,” 
written forty years earlier, had identified myth with the unsaid, myth being 
“the non-explicit complement accompanying any body of expression”; 
it is “that which fills in the voids between man’s abstractions” (133). “It 
means,” he insisted, “that any body of connected human statement will, 
first, be limited, and, secondly, will have certain things implicit in it, no 
matter how far it is refined. Total human statement is impossible” (134). 
And again in his Preface to The Barbarian Within: 


What is said tells off against what is not said, reminding us that total explic- 
itness is impossible to human beings: one always means (implicitly) more 
than one says (explicitly) or, in another sense, says (implicitly) more than 
one means (explicitly). In being to some degree necessarily occult, myth is 
the by-product of this limitation of human voice. It exists by virtue of what 
it says not explicitly but symbolically. Mythos complements logos. (9) 


What Ong does in Language as Hermeneutic is to examine this dichot- 
omy of mythos and logos within the context of an electronic world where 
logos (as organization or arrangement), is maximized in the computer 
which the French insightfully designate as an ordinateur, an “arranger.” 
In a last major publication, “Digitization Ancient and Modern,” Ong 
defined digitization as the numerical processing or manipulation of dis- 
tinct units (data), and quoted Florian Coulmas, “Basically, microchips are 
merely a technical improvement on clay tokens” (“Digitization,” 4). And 
in the 1990 letter proposing the publication of his manuscript, he wrote 
to Maud Wilcox: “The computer has thus been in the making for over 
2,000 years, ever since technology first impinged on the spoken word.” 
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But in this electronic world mythos survives. For instance, mythos is 
wrapped up with information theory itself: 


Mechanical models for communication-processes such as are used in infor- 
mation theory are helpful, but are all grossly deficient and of themselves 
misleading because they have no way of representing the interiority essential 
to all human communication, the individual personal consciousness itself, 


utterly different in each one of us. (“Reading, Technology,” 139) 


Information specialists such as Claude Shannon, James Gleick, and 
David Carr acknowledge that information theory cannot create purpose 
or “meaning.” Ong agrees: technology not only can store but also even 
breed knowledge, but meaning itself is related to intentionality. “In other 
words, information theory carries within it the concept of ‘intention,’ an 
elusive psychological and philosophical concept which information theory 
itself simply cannot grasp. Information theory is wrapped up not in infor- 
mation but in an enigma” (Review, The Noise 217). Regardless of how 
sophisticated electronic technology becomes, what it lacks, irremediably, 
is mythos, which requires an “unconscious that underlies the conscious- 
ness” (Interfaces 45). Although many myths surround electronic technol- 
ogy and its uses, within the computer itself there is no myth, and it is 
myth that deals with the nonexplicit component that lurks in all human 
knowledge. 

Ong cited Philip Leith to argue that the foundation of communication 
science is sociological, rooted in human goals and activity: 


But if communication can generate information systems, it can never gener- 
ate information systems which do not retain some connection with commu- 
nication. Philip Leith (1990) has shown, for example, that the foundation 
or the ground of a computerized information system is not fully formalized, 
not mathematical or “scientific” (as all “information” is inside a computer 
system), but is necessarily sociological, which means generated by commu- 
nication beyond the realm of simple information. (“Information,” 6; see 


also “Hermeneutic Forever,” 23) 


Similarly, Doris Schoenhoff in The Barefoot Expert: Interface of Computer- 
ized Knowledge Systems and Indigenous Knowledge Systems, investigates 
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the psychic and noetic challenges in introducing computers into a largely 
primary oral culture. In the book’s preface Ong again points out how an 
oral hermeneutic can provide a fuller understanding of the relationship of 
computers to the human: 


Computers have developed at the end of a long noetic tradition tracing back 
largely to the ancient Greek formalization of knowledge by a logic which 
encouraged the view that truth is maximized in propositional statements. 
(An alternative persuasion might be that truth is maximized in human liv- 
ing and/or in deep personal relations.) . . . This kind of conscious personal 
encounter is not enframed in computer language. Computer language is en- 


framed in personal encounter. (Ong, “Preface,” ix—xi) 


Language as Hermeneutic is an attempt within the digitization of contem- 
porary media environments to maintain a place for the “oral”—for per- 
sonhood and intersubjectivity, for the unsaid and silence—for mythos. In 
Ong’s oral hermeneutics, mythos and logos are in dialectical relationship 
with meaning generated by both the explicit and implicit, cleavage and in- 
tegration, propositional analysis and human interaction. 


Computers and the Nonencoded Self 


Ong was not a determinist, technological or otherwise; he did not be- 
lieve electronic technology would ineluctably usher in human progress or 
doom. The promise and threat of technology lie not in technology itself 
but in the human conceptualization and use of technology. Decision mak- 
ing for Ong is at the peak of personhood, and knowledge is one require- 
ment for good decisions: as Ong frequently stated, “The truth shall set 
you free.” Without a grounding in the nature of human communication 
and without an awareness of its distinction from information transfer, 
we may promote not the hominization of technology but the technoligi- 
zation of the human—that is, we may mistakenly interpret human con- 
sciousness in terms of machinery, however exquisite and ethereal circuitry 
may become: 


To make machines even moderately convincing as models of consciousness, 


you have to leave out a lot, most notably the centre of consciousness itself, 
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the sense of “I” . . . which each human consciousness has in its unique way, 
the source and boundary of all in me that counts most, which reduces to no 
model, to nothing else at all, but is simply itself, inaccessible except from 
within. (“Reading, Technology,” 144) 


We should not underestimate the tremendous calculating and memory po- 
tential of computers that even now can best television game show champi- 
ons. And machine-voiced interactive phone systems or pocket devices that 
can mimic human conversation likely will become sophisticated enough 
so that it will be impossible to distinguish the simulated conversations of 
Siri’s offspring (Alexis) from those of human interlocutors. 

To clarify Ong’s point, we can look at Siri in terms of his evolving 
definition of “secondary orality,” the term he originally used to refer to 
the orality of radio and television, orality that is mediated through writing 
and print to produce consciously controlled “programmed spontaneity,” 
but that he later extended backward to include orality after the invention 
of writing and print, and forward to include the orality of computers.” 
It is tempting to see in Siri technology a manifestation of secondary oral- 
ity, especially since Ong acknowledged computer-generated words might 
be “assimilated” to that category. Given the totality of Ong’s thought, 
though, it may be more accurate to think of such voice technology in 
terms of “audibility” rather than orality. Sounded words in and of them- 
selves are not equivalent to orality as Ong defined it. For instance, though 
he preferred the term “secondary visualism,” he understood the applica- 
tion of “secondary orality” to soundless computer-mediated communi- 
cation that had the immediacy of face-to-face communication (such as 
instant messaging) because of the simultaneity of interactivity between 
two human consciousnesses.?° However, he cautioned that while such in- 
teractions seem to approach the intimacy that results from “the immedi- 


3 cc 


ate interchange of living voice,” “the utterly devastating problem” is the 
inability to be certain of the identity of the interlocutor.”! A fortiori, Siri’s 
message is sounded, but it is not expression, an outering or uttering, from 


one interior to another: 


The conscious self-reference of an interior consciousness, its ability to refer 
reflexively to its own interiority (which registers, for example, when a per- 


son says “I,” and which is totally and completely other when another person 
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says “I”) escapes digitization. . . . A digitizing program is never thus fully re- 
flexive, as human language is. (Ong, “Time,” 213). 


Siri and her progeny “live” in a world of information, not communication. 

In other words, those who predict that artificial intelligence (AI) will 
replace and surpass humans sometimes begin with a circumscribed un- 
derstanding of human knowledge and consciousness. For the individual 
and the human race, language develops out of the nonlinguistic setting in 
which words are used to explain the situation even as the situation gives 
meaning to the words. Computers lack that nonverbal context as well as 
the rhetoric, out of which logos grew (Interfaces 301). 


Despite all the work to achieve “artificial intelligence” through the com- 
puter, the computer always lacks the living silence in which, as we have 
seen, human thought and language is embedded, it lacks the unconscious 
in which human thought and language are also embedded, and it lacks the 
biological substructures in which human thought and language are embed- 
ded. (LAH 93) 


Computers have no interiority; their “memory” is mechanical encoding, 
not the organic, “living memory” of humans that wells up partly out of the 
human unconscious (111).?? The processing and transfer of information is 
a mechanical operation that can be facilitated through waves, wires, and 
genes; it is not the same as sharing interiors in human communication. 

In You Are Not a Gadget, Jaron Lanier, a father of virtual reality tech- 
nology, provides some confirmation of Ong’s insight when he describes 
“lock-in”—the establishment of structuring programming that is difficult 
to modify because of its impact on subsequent hardware: 


Lock-in removes ideas that do not fit into the winning digital representation 
scheme, but it also reduces or narrows the ideas it immortalizes, by cutting 
away the unfathomable penumbra of meaning that distinguishes a word in 


natural language from a command in a computer program. (10) 


This penumbra of meaning falls within the scope of what Ong labels 
mythos, what is needed to preserve the richness of human experience that 
can be occluded by the nonetheless necessary spatializing and fractioning 
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methods of digitization. In his 1990 letter of inquiry regarding the book’s 
publication, Ong wrote: 


The book’s conclusion is that it is no accident that our own era is both (1) 
the greatest age ever of digitization (taking things apart numerically) and (2) 
compensatingly, the greatest age ever of hermeneutics (relating everything 
back to everything else again—to the unbroken web of history). And herme- 
neutics dominates. Myth (which preceded logic by tens of thousand [sic] 
of years and which is holistic) still envelops logic. (Letter to Maud Wilcox) 


Language as Hermeneutic, a logical, informed, analytic presentation, none- 
theless concludes 


Mythos, in various forms—proverbs, for example, as well as storytelling, 
lurking subconscious or unconscious awareness, and the deep probings of 
religious belief—will certainly remain as permanent and desperately needed 
components of human understanding. (139) 


There is no complete statement. There is no last word. These tenets help 
to clarify why Ong eventually found his attempt at synthesis in Language 
as Hermeneutic to be “unsatisfactory.” The chord remains unresolved. 


An After Word 


In addition to being an internationally respected scholar of the first order, 
Walter J. Ong was a Roman Catholic priest of the Society of Jesus, a Je- 
suit. Thus while in his academic writings he insisted on respect for the 
integrity and independence of a discipline’s methods and practices, even 
within his secular works he frequently and effortlessly interwove religious 
references, reflections, and applications, as he did in Language as Herme- 
neutic. His principle of relationism—that all things are connected with 
everything else—warranted his belief that all knowledge, religious and 
secular, intersected while remaining distinct.” 

His Christocentric orientation of hopeful optimism distinguishes him 
from other intellectuals with whom he otherwise shared deep-seated be- 
liefs. Like Jean-Paul Sartre’s, Ong’s thinking was saturated with existential 
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freedom, and like the Czech communications theorist Vilém Flusser he un- 
derstood intentionality to be central to human communication, but unlike 
them Ong did not believe death is the ultimate reality or that communica- 
tion is simply a method to distract ourselves from the reality of our deaths. 
Not fear or decay but love governs the universe. Within an “apostolate” 
of scholarship, media study for Ong was a quest not only for knowledge 
but also for justice—and even love. In 1984 Ong confided, 


The cross-cultural understanding which orality-literacy studies make pos- 
sible enriches the human spirit and opens the possibility for greater under- 
standing and love between diverse peoples and for greater understanding 
of the intimacy with which technologies relate to human life. But it is not a 
cure-all for human misunderstanding and greed and ambition. I am under no 
illusions that orality-literacy studies will be any more redemptive or any freer 
of human failings than other purely human efforts. Still, the more human 
human beings are, the more there is in them to be redeemed. Orality-literacy 
studies can enlarge our humanity and open it more to redemptive powers 
beyond mere human reach. (“Orality-Literacy Studies,” 380) 


Ong recognized the intersection of his oral hermeneutics with the di- 
alogism of Mikhail Bakhtin and the speech philosophy of Eugen 
Rosenstock-Huessy. These three scholars appear to agree: ultimately, our 
future depends on more than either mythos or logos, separately or com- 
bined. An oral hermeneutic is a supplement or corrective to digitization 
and visualist interpretations, but it too has its limits. 


Our evident inability to create a hermeneutic adequate to interpret the infor- 
mation flooded into human consciousness shows the plight we are perma- 
nently in. Human life must be ultimately managed humanly by more than 
information-plus-hermeneutics, which is to say by what it always been man- 
aged by when it has been humanly managed, that is, by interpersonal and in- 
tergroup personal interaction and the love of human beings for one another 
that has held human society together, when it has been humanly held to- 
gether, from the start of humankind. Information and also hermeneutic are, 
so far as accessible, helpful and necessary, but in the last analysis they are in- 
adequate to the world lying ahead. (Ong, “Information,” 15) 


Part III 


Appendices 


TIME, DIGITIZATION, 
AND DALÍ’ S MEMORY 


Walter J. Ong 


The Time “Dimension” 


In this post-Einsteinian age, we are aware, as Plato and his heirs for over 
two millennia had not been, that time is a constituent and not merely an 
adjunct of material being. Over succeeding periods of time, matter enters 
into different and apparently irreversible states. When we think of the uni- 
verse today, time has always to be figured in, as peremptorily as the di- 
mensions of length, breadth, and thickness. This attention to time appears 
imperative today for any serious cosmology. 

It is common knowledge that, according to the currently most likely 
findings in cosmology, the matter in the universe is some 15 billion years 
old, our planet Earth having taken shape out of this matter some 4.6 bil- 
lion years ago (Orgel). These figures are documented in astronomical 
and other physical research, even though the figures are not absolutely 
precise; they are not mythological projections. The matter in our bodies 
is approximately 15-billion-year-old-matter, dating, it appears, as other 
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matter in the universe, from the so-called big bang, the primordial explo- 
sion marking the beginning of the universe that we know. But the matter 
in our bodies has since much matured and is now in a different state from 
what it first was at the time of the “big bang.” 

The matter around us and in us is something which started out in a 
state of unimaginable high temperature and density, and which within a 
few seconds after the “big bang” was well into the process of expansion 
and cooling that continues today. After our planet Earth took shape some 
4.6 billion years ago, out of matter then some 10.4 billion years old, the 
earth had to cool down still more for almost another billion years before, 
around some 3.6 billion years ago, DNA, a prerequisite to all material life 
that we know, could form, perhaps after an initial formation of RNA, the 
so-called messenger DNA (Orgel). Living material beings are all built up 
out of DNA, including our bodies, which are part of ourselves (if someone 
kicks my body, I do not say, “Stop kicking my body,” but “Stop kicking 
me”). The matter in our own bodies incorporates history into its very 
being, for it has to be organic matter, and it appears that matter can be or- 
ganic matter only when it has achieved a certain age. We find no evidence 
of matter in an organic state in early cosmic history. 

Thus our bodies are time-filled. They bear in themselves some 15 bil- 
lion years of cosmic history, and, at this end of the 15 billion years, some 
3.6 billion years of organic development. All matter is time-filled, each 
sort in its own way. Time is not simply a surrounding medium or a flowing 
river through which material being floats, but is a constituent of mate- 
rial being. We have no evidence that matter of any other kind than our 
time-filled matter could exist. Talk of matter that does not include a time 
component is pure, nonevidential speculation. An evolving universe such 
as ours is the only kind of universe for which we have any evidence, the 
only kind we are sure can exist. 

Since material beings, therefore, are constituted by time just as much 
as by length, breadth, and thickness, there is some reason to style time a 
“fourth dimension.” Yet human experience of time differs from human 
experience of the “dimensions” of length, breadth, and thickness in sig- 
nificant ways, one of which is in the relationship of the human experience 
of time to digitization, that is, to reduction in terms of discrete numerical 
units. We cannot humanly sense time as a “dimension” in the way length, 
breadth, and thickness are dimensions. For having length, breadth, and 
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thickness means that objects can be cut physically into discrete, separate 
pieces of which all are present after they are cut. Time, as we experience 
it, cannot be cut into separate pieces that coexist. Time will not stop to 
be so cut. 

For this reason we can, for example, never fix mathematically the exact 
moment at which yesterday became today. Mathematically we can only 
reduce the distance between 11:59 p.m. and midnight to a smaller and 
smaller and smaller fractional digit, to 11:59.9999999+ seconds, without 
ever finally arriving at an exact point at which yesterday suddenly be- 
comes today. Put in another way, this is to say that to have today present 
you have to abolish yesterday as present. To separate the two parts of the 
plank, you simply divide them and move them apart from each other in 
space, where they both remain present. There is no way to move today 
apart from yesterday in space, so that both yesterday and today remain 
present. Moving toward a hoped-for exact point where you can thus sepa- 
rate one day from another is moving asymptotically toward a goal that 
can never be reached. The closer you get to the goal, the surer you are 
that you will never reach it. Existentially, we can readily know that this is 
today and that there was a yesterday which is gone. But in our real lives 
we cannot move from yesterday to today digitally. 

Time, as dealt with here, is being considered phenomenologically, that 
is, not simply as something abstracted for scientific purposes but as lived, 
as experienced by human beings—often enough in complex ways which 
defy total explication but which we can and do deal with in relating to 
other human beings in daily life. Such time can be styled “human time” 
or even “real time” as contrasted with time subjected to the operation we 
call digitization. We are dealing with such “human” or experiential or 
phenomenological time when we say, for example, “Time hangs heavy on 
my hands.” Of course, scientific description and understanding of time are 
also valid in their own ways and superbly useful for scientific purposes, 
although they may not figure in the ordinary nonscientific human experi- 
ence of time. 

Time will not wait to be dissected. Because of its ceaseless and unin- 
terruptible motion, experienced or phenomenological human time sim- 
ply does not take to digitization as length, breadth, and thickness do, no 


3 


matter what efforts we make. “Time marches on,” as the old newsreels 


used to proclaim portentously. All this is not to deny that it has proved 
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exceedingly useful to pretend that time can be stopped, broken into units 
disengaged from one another—in other words, that time is digitizable, 
although in reality it cannot be. 

By way of contrast, at this point attention to sound and hearing is help- 
ful and even imperative. All sensation, including sight and touch, takes 
place in time. But sound is bound to time as no other sense is. I can stop 
a gesture of my arm and have remaining a pose which was formed by 
the gesture. The pose can be apprehended by sight and by touch as well. 
If I stop sound in order to examine it more carefully, there is nothing to 
hear or otherwise sense, nothing to be examined. All I have is nonsound, 
silence. Each of the human senses relates differently to time. One great 
difference in their relationships shows in the contrast between sight and 
touch on the one hand and hearing on the other. 

The senses of sight and touch, which acquaint us with length, breadth, 
and thickness, are the senses relied on to give meaning to the concept of 
“digitization.” To digitize is to treat in terms of discrete numerical units. 
The term digit comes from the Latin digitus, which means a finger or a 
toe—still one of the meanings of digit in English. 

By way of a not entirely irrelevant aside, it is worth noting that the 
fingers, and the toes, are not entirely separated from one another. In many 
(not all) cultures, children learn to count by applying discrete numbers 
(by digitizing) their fingers and toes. Use of these members is not purely 
accidental or a matter of physical convenience. Children do not take im- 
mediately to separation: they like their lifeworld intact, as innumerable 
psychological studies have shown. Blankets and teddy bears or other “in- 
termediate objects” bridge the gap threatening to break up the totalized 
world centered on the original union, infant and mother. For children 
fearing separation, learning to digitize in early childhood with fingers and 
toes can be reassuring: although these are totally distinct at their tips, they 
grow together at their bases so that they are not totally separated, after 
all, but are part of the child’s body, so that the child can with some reas- 
surance deal with them as individual units. 

Eventually, the child must count resolutely so as to enforce digitiza- 
tion by keeping items really separate from each other. Here is where sight 
and touch are indispensable. With sight and touch we can register objects 
spatially distinct from one another, for example, as separate blocks or 
pieces. Sight fixes items in space, and, although it can register motion, it is 
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somehow maximized inimmobility. Thus we photograph a running horse 
and then stop separate frames of the film the better to see what the run- 
ning “really” is—even though running does not mean standing still at any 
instant at all. Sight moves resolutely away from the total human continu- 
ity registered in time. 


Dali’s Persistence of Memory 


Digitization is here to stay, bringing with it, as writing and print earlier 
did, a new culture and a new way of experiencing the world. The new ex- 
perience registers in the subconscious and unconscious even more deeply 
than in consciousness. 

A fascinating example of the way digitization is embedded in the sub- 
conscious and the unconscious can be seen in a well-known painting by 
Salvador Dali, many of whose paintings, as well as explanations of his 
paintings, engage the subconscious and unconscious so conspicuously. 
Mention of a conspicuous unconscious may appear oxymoronic, but his 
aficionados know Dali himself as a conspicuously programmed oxymo- 
ronic figure. 

Let us recall that we do constantly, and productively, impose on human 
time a digitized frame that is divided into numerically distinct, numerable, 
separate parts. In a high-technology world, digitized time is so ubiqui- 
tously incorporated into the fuller human lifeworld that it is often taken to 
be actuality (or, nowadays, “virtual reality”), even though the fit between 
digitized time and human time is far from perfect. When digitization is so 
well done that the digital units are infinitesimal, the fit, though less than 
total, becomes negligible in many or most instances. This is the point of 
high-technology digitization: to employ units which are more and more 
infinitesimal until virtually nonobservable, so that perceptually the divi- 
sion between units becomes virtually nonexistent, and instead of division 
one seems to have full continuity. 

In today’s human lifeworld, perhaps the most conspicuous and wide- 
spread and insistent experience of the digitization of what is ultimately 
undigitizable is the visual “timepiece,” such as a watch or clock. A watch 
or other timepiece neatly divides time into pieces, with seeming bits of 
nontime in between its seconds or minutes or hours. For most people 
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today and more across the world, digitized time is the only kind of time 
adverted to and thus virtually supplants “human time,” the lived time 
independent of timepieces. 

But the watch has a difficult time of it in Salvador Dali’s painting titled 
The Persistence of Memory, completed in 1931 (Lake 1969, 21). This 
familiar painting features the limp faces of three watches, one of which 
is draped over the edge of a table-like rectangular block, another over 
the dead branch of a tree as though the watch face were a kind of rag, 
and another over the curved back of the dead body of an animal-like or 
partially human figure on the ground, while ants are scavenging the back 
of a fourth watch lying, undistorted and partially opened, on the rectan- 
gular block. This group of large objects, which obtrusively dominate the 
painting, are set on a dark, flat surface stretching out as a background 
of featureless landscape which bleeds off in the far distance into a nar- 
row strip of sea punctuated at the distant right by a small row of cliffs. 
The effect of this painting is haunting and curiously unnerving. The limp 
watches—Dali himself called them “melting watches” (Lake 22)—create 
the impression that digitized time has been rendered impotent. There is 
no way for the hands of a watch with a curled, contorted face to function 
at all. The swarm of ants inside the one noncontorted watch signal that, 
in fact, digitized time is dead: the ants are working on a stopped watch, 
that is, on the corpse of digitized time. The all but featureless landscape 
and sky and sea, and the undistinguished cliffs induce a dream-like state 
of mind to envelop the four limp, disabled watches, which, with insistent 
visual clarity, occupy the greater part of the painting and dominate the 
whole. 

To judge from my own experience, in press accounts of Dalí and his 
work after he died January 23, 1989, this painting was one of the most 
frequently reproduced: it was known to have caught public attention per- 
haps more strongly than any of his other works. Why? The painting was 
completed, as has been noted, in 1931. This was a time when digitization 
was not at all so much an object of general attention as it has since be- 
come. Certainly, Dali’s work, which often on the surface seems so unorga- 
nized, depends on the subconscious and unconscious more conspicuously 
than much other art. In a mysterious way Dalí was onto the subconscious/ 
unconscious line of development making for greater and greater digitiza- 
tion. Later, he knew of the work of F. H. C. Crick and J. D. Watson in their 
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discovery of DNA, which led to the incredibly complex work with count- 
less digital computers still under way today in the human genome project. 
Somehow, Dalí was deeply attuned to coming developments in digitiza- 
tion. Regarding The Persistence of Memory in connection with the Crick 
and Watson discoveries, Dali commented to Lake (22): “I foresaw the 
whole idea and now they are getting around to proving it scientifically.” 

For many persons, as earlier noted, to think of time is to think of 
clocks and/or watches, “timepieces.” Clock time is not the same as the 
deep unconscious or subconscious or even conscious awareness of time 
as an infrangible continuum which in reality has no detectable “parts” 
or “instants” (stare in Latin, from the root of which our instant comes, 
means to stand still, to be immobile). Both in the jerking sweep second 
hands of mechanical timepieces and in the discontinuous numbers on the 
blinking faces of digital watches, time is divided by nontime, is treated as 
though it were coming in little jerks separated by a timeless something. 
But, however handy and informative and otherwise convenient it may be 
to think of time as a composite of little dissected pieces, human experi- 
ence in depth knows better. The omnipresence of clocks and watches, 
and their overwhelming usefulness forces us normally to repress our 
deeper awareness of time as incapable of arrest or division into parts, 
and thus as fundamentally and obstinately nonsubmissive to any digitiza- 
tion whatsoever. 

For persons in an alphabetic writing and print culture the clock or 
timepiece concept of time is relatively easy. Such persons are familiar with 
texts, and texts represent in visible, immobile form words that oral cul- 
tures know only as sounds, bound to time. Oral cultures have no experi- 
ence of reducing always moving sound, whether in words or elsewhere, 
to immobile characters on a visible surface. Hence the extreme difficulty, 
a commonplace in cultural anthropology, which oral cultures experience 
in organizing their life, even a single day of it, in “clock time.” Persons 
from writing cultures interpret this indifference to clock time as laziness. 
Literate persons complain that persons from an oral, nonwriting culture 
(which literates commonly designate as “primitive”) commonly do not 
show up at an hour that has been clearly specified in literates’ terms. This 
is hardly strange. For persons in an oral culture, their entire experience 
of time is free of any digitization experience. They live in free-flowing, 
human time, not artificial clock time. It’s late when it begins to get dark. 
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In Dali’s painting, the rigid digitization that timepieces render convinc- 
ing and in effect operatively real has totally collapsed. A limp watch may 
be recognizable as a watch, particularly because of the design of its face, 
however distorted, but the magic of its digitization is lost: these watches 
clearly won’t work. The hands cannot turn, for, to do so, they would have 
to negotiate unmanageable angles and curves. Sectioned time, watch time, 
clock time, is seen for what we have been unconsciously aware it really 
is, more than fragile—unreal. Its hard-nosed digitizing performance, com- 
monly taken for granted as in effect constituting time, is here revealed as 
the unreality it is, is undermined, destroyed. The unconscious sense of real 
time asserts itself as different from the dissections that watches represent. 
The revelation is unnerving. We have been living under false pretenses. 
No matter that in daily life the pretenses worked—somehow. Or did they? 
Could this mean that something is really wrong with our lives? 

Dali had the genius to title his painting The Persistence of Memory. 
This title gets to the heart of the digitization issue through the collapsed 
digitized time that the painting presents. 

Beneath all digitization, living human memory remains always within 
nonartificial human time, using digitization productively but not reducible 
to digitization. Human memory is involved with time more totally and 
unequivocally than is digitization. True human memory has persisted all 
along, Dali’s title for his painting intimates, unnoticed beneath the digi- 
tized constructs, and, with the demise of these constructs, simply “per- 
sists,” takes over alone once more. 

Digitized computer “memory” is not human memory, but is simply 
recall: it brings back the past as though the past had been constituted of 
digital computer units, which of course was not at all the real human past 
that “happened” to you or me. My personal memory of yesterday is not of 
itself digitized, neither experienced nor reconstructable as simply a series 
of discrete numerical units retrieved one-by-one from the past. Digitized 
“memory,” which is of course exceedingly useful and beautiful, brings 
back a past which is an artificial past, however deftly related to the real 
human past. The digitized past is presumed to be invested with discontinu- 
ity whereby it was shaped in discrete units to be digitally stored. Human 
memory does not work by building recall out of discrete units, units which 


Dali’s painting discredits. For human beings are alive in continuous time, 
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and my memory of yesterday, is, and has to be, colored and shaped by 
things that happened before and since yesterday and that are normally in- 
volved in my recollection of yesterday. Everything I experienced yesterday 
forms a kind of continuum with what was in my awareness before and is 
colored by this awareness and by what has come into my awareness since. 
My memory of a personal interaction yesterday cannot dissociate itself 
entirely from interactions with the same person before and after yester- 
day. This kind of human performance in which successive events interpen- 
etrate one another indefinitely is not a corruption of memory. This is what 
human memory is. 

We borrow the concept of memory from real human experience to tai- 
lor the concept of digital “memory,” which is basically simply linear pro- 
duction. As they actually exist, human memories of one’s past often enfold 
or blend each other. No human being could possibly recall as distinct units 
all the details of his or her experience of a lived yesterday in the way a 
computer recalls what is stored in its RAM—which, for that matter, can 
never by any means digitize anywhere near all the components of yester- 
day or even all of those tumbled into my memory. 

In The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 
and in “Inventional Mnemonics and the Ornaments of Style: The Case of 
Etymology,” Mary Carruthers has shown that in treating of memory the 
Middle Ages included the equivalent of what, since the Romantic Move- 
ment, has been called the creative imagination. Any artist or writer knows 
that the source of creativity—which means of freshness—is memory. This 
sounds, and is, paradoxical. The freshness of new creativity comes some- 
how out of the past. But where else could the source be? I work out of 
what has become known to me, what I can remember—if only from a 
moment ago. For human memory is not a dead chest of drawers loaded 
with dead objects. Memory is where things both remain themselves and 
magically change. Computer “memory” is not this sort of thing. Com- 
puter “memory” never feels or murmurs, “Where are the snows of yes- 
teryear?” Computer “memory” is unaware of the longings of the heart 
that cohabit with human memory, as so many stories told by human be- 
ings show. Human memory produces many seemingly wild associations. 
It establishes existential continuity between past and present and even the 
imagined future: it does not always separate these aspects of time. For 
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they cannot be separated. In the human imagination, every “instant” runs 
into the next because existentially there is no such thing as an “instant,” 
something atemporal between two supposedly broken off, discrete units 
of time that itself takes no time. We are saturated with unfractioned time 
for good. And human beings always have been. 


Words and Time 


Human words are doubly bound to time. First, like everything human, 
they are embedded deep in cosmological and historical time, coming into 
being close to our end of the 15 billion years from the beginnings of the 
universe. Homo sapiens, the producer of words, appeared on this globe 
most probably some 150,000 years ago (Stringer). Fully human words 
were perhaps uttered first at this time, around 150,000 years ago at the 
advent of Homo sapiens, or perhaps somewhat later. Human words, 
whenever they were first uttered, have a prehistory in language-like vo- 
calization among other animals before Homo sapiens, as Bickerton has 
detailed. While the crucial elements of human language, grammatical 
structure (115-117, 120, 126, 163), and subject-predicate relationship 
(12, 39, 97) are conspicuously lacking in subhuman “protolanguages,” 
some such prehuman protolanguages have definite referentiality—the ver- 
vet monkey has three separate calls to signal separately the present of py- 
thons, martial eagles, and leopards (Bickerton, 12-15). Human language 
thus appears not without some antecedents in infrahuman species, ante- 
cedents which are clearly related to, but have not arrived at full language. 

Second, spoken human words are also individually and operationally 
and inseparably bound to time because they are sounds. In a magiste- 
rial work, Visible Speech: The Diverse Oneness of Writing Systems, can- 
vassing virtually all the crucial evidence on the nature of writing systems 
across the world, John DeFrancis, professor emeritus of Chinese at the 
University of Hawaii, has reviewed meticulously and clarified certain 
basic matters concerning writing. He notes that “Full spoken language 
is the defining characteristic of the human species” (7) and then goes on 
to discuss in exquisite detail writing itself. He characterizes “full/unlim- 
ited/real writing” as “only that writing which permits expressing any and 
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all thought” (47). Writing conveys meanings in two ways: (a) by the use 
of visual symbols “which represent sounds and function as surrogates of 
speech” (49), and (b) by the use of certain nonphonetic information (such 
as, for example, punctuation). “Pictographs used as pictographs” cannot 
lead to full writing, but “pictographs used as phonetic symbols lead to full 
writing” (50). If inscribed marks do not represent sound as sound, they 
cannot be construed as full writing. 

A pictograph used as a phonetic symbol is styled a rebus. That is to say, 
if I draw the sole of a foot and use the drawing of the sole for its sound 
value, making it represent also sole in the sense of alone, sole in the sense 
of a species of fish, and soul as against body, I am using use the pictograph 
of the sole of the foot as a rebus, for its sound value, so that it can repre- 
sent other objects sounded the same verbally. Full writing is writing that 
encodes sound as such in visual symbols, and the use of the rebus is the 
first step toward such encoding. But, DeFrancis points out, historically, 
across the globe, most uses of rebuses have been dead ends (50, 274-75), 
never developing enough to become full writing. 

Full writing itself, then, is embedded not simply in text but initially in 
sound. This emergence from an embedding, from an interior, is crucial to 
the function of words. Sound is “uttered” (i.e., “outered”—for utter is 
simply a by-form of outer). Sound signals the condition of the interior of 
the being or object from which it emerges. Its embedding suggests the in- 
teriority and reflexiveness of language and of persons who utter language 
as this interiority connects with sound. One of the characteristics of lan- 
guage is its reflexivity, its ability to talk about itself and about the person 
from whom it is emanating. A digitizing program is never fully reflexive, 
as human language is (see Schoenhoff and Leith). 

In its soundedness, its resonance, its coming from within, sound adver- 
tises the reflexivity of human beings, each of whom, unless physically or 
otherwise impaired, can reflect on himself or herself. They each can say 
“T,” every one of them referring with this word to someone different from 
that someone which every other user refers to by the same word. 

As an always ongoing event in time, existing only when it is going 
out of existence, sound advertises the existence of another world beyond 
digitization. This is the world which Dali’s painting, The Persistence of 
Memory, reopens to us. 
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PICTURING ONG’S ORAL 
HERMENEUTIC 


Thomas D. Zlatic 


Walter Ong was drawn toward Salvador Dali’s masterpiece, The Persis- 
tence of Memory, which eerily depicts limpid, melting timepieces over a 
surreal barren landscape. In chapter 10 of the 1990 version of Language 
as Hermeneutic, “Logos and Digitization,” Ong differentiated human 
memory from computer recall by referencing Dali’s painting. And, after 
abandoning his plans to publish Language as Hermeneutic, Ong in 1994 
offered to the journal Connotations his essay “Time, Digitization, and 
Dali’s Memory,” an expanded reflection on The Persistence of Memory. 
The editors rejected it, judging it to be more philosophical than philologi- 
cal: an “essay on human time”* (Leimberg). They were correct. This hith- 
erto unpublished essay is a meditation on how time and memory can be 
an index of our humanity. As does Language as Hermeneutic, “Time, Dig- 
itization, and Dali’s Memory” explores how an oral hermeneutic can help 
not only to preserve but also to enhance our humanity in the digital age 
of artificial intelligence. 
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Memory had long been of interest to Ong, in part because of his 
education at Saint Louis University within a milieu of a “Saint Louis 
Thomism” that focused on the relation of the senses to noetic processes.’ 
The fascination with memory stayed with him, for as he later wrote, 
“Memory, in its initial role and in its transformations, is in one way or 
another a clue to nearly everything that went on as discourse moved 
out of the pristine oral world to literacy and beyond” (“Oral Remem- 
bering,” 14). In his media studies, Ong appreciated scholars such as 
Frances Yates, Mary Carruthers, and Werner Kelber who explored shift- 
ing understandings and valorizations of memory through the centuries, 
partly in relation to the communications technology within cultures situ- 
ated within primary orality, residual orality, writing, and print. Within 
an oral culture, memory was enshrined as a storehouse of knowledge 
and even up through the early age of print, memory retained its cen- 
trality in human thought and communication. Even though medieval 
memoria took a step toward digitization by associating memory with 
scanning a visual field, it remained connected through rhetoric to the 
human life world, and was linked not only to invention (or creativity) 
but to character development as well—or as Ong said, to the “heart” 
rather than the “head” (Review, The Book of Memory, 123-24). On 
the other hand, Ong’s antipathy to Ramus’s “method” owed more than 
a little to its reduction of memory to an afterthought. Later with the 
celebration of imagination in the age of Romanticism, memory—“mere 
memorization”—was scorned. 

As noted by the editors of Connotations, Ong also took a more meta- 
physical approach to memory, exploring its relationship to time and the 
unconscious. Historically, oral mnemonics and the various arts of memory 
or “artificial memory” extending from Simonides to the present, could 
be employed to retrieve specific information, but the memory, trained or 
untrained, is not limited to recall. The distinctive feature of the natural 
(that is organic) human memory is that its relationship to time is unitive 
rather than fractioning. 

In the opening sentence of the Dalí essay Ong repeated a major theme 
of his metaphysics: time is not merely adjunct to but a “constituent of 
material being.”* Organic matter is possible only after billions of years of 
evolutionary processes; time is built into our bodies as matter moved to- 
ward greater and greater complexification and interiorization, culminating 
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in the deeply interiorized human self. It is not just that we are in time but 
that time is in us. This embodiment and interiorization of time is consis- 
tent with the thinking of Teilhard, about whom Ong wrote: 


The Jesuit paleontologist and cultural historian, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, 
has gone further in interpreting personal, interior consciousness as the focus 
of the entire evolutionary process, cosmic, organic, and historical. . . . [at- 
tending to] the way the physical universe evolves toward “inwardness” and 
consciousness and to the way consciousness itself evolves as man fills and 
organizes the earth. (Knowledge and the Future of Man 21-22) 


Although time may legitimately be considered a fourth “dimension,” un- 
like the other three it is a continuing process that is not composed of dis- 
crete pieces and is thus not susceptive to calculation by division, that is, 
to digitization. Human memory and consciousness, embedded in time, 
similarly resist analysis (i.e., breaking into pieces) and thus digitization. 
This intuition, welling up out of his unconsciousness as well as being for- 
mulated in consciousness, is what Dalí pictured in The Persistence of 
Memory. 

Thus Ong’s Dali essay is an elaboration of the two theses he offered 
in Language as Hermeneutic: 1) two dialectical forces operating on the 
contemporary human mind are digitization and hermeneutics, and 2) all 
language is hermeneutic. In his later years, Ong, with seemingly a bit of 
modest pride, reminisced: 


I recall many talks with Hannah Arendt and remember her observation to 
me on one occasion, “Walter, you have a dialectical mind.” I thought this 
was true and still believe it is true still, but it was good to have this unso- 
licited diagnosis from one of the chief world authorities on the subject of 
dialectic.° 


As we have discussed, much of his thinking engages paired terms, and his 
oral and written hermeneutic are differentiated by the relationships that 
sound and vision have with time and space: time-sound-knowledge-memory- 
negotiation-communityaredialectically paired withspace-vision-information- 
recording-digitization-alienation. Or to align them differently: time/space, 
sound/vision, knowledge/information, memory/recording, hermeneutics/ 
digitization, community/alienation. These are instances of the larger dialectic 
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that directs much of Ong’s thinking: cleavage and integration, the one and 
the many. 

Natural memory, like language, is rooted in time, and its relationship 
to knowledge is not fixed but fluid—it is a process rather than a product, 
whereas retrieving recordings is a spatially conceived activity in which 
information is isolated and dissected. Ong was not hostile to digitization. 
He aspired to be a “bridge builder” (between secular and religious knowl- 
edge and between the humanities and technology) (Letter to Kenneth 
Woodward; Nielson), and he saw the value and necessity of digitization in 
the development of consciousness. However, it is the dialectical interplay 
of time and space, vision and sound, digitization and hermeneutics that 
deepens the interiority of human consciousness, stimulating integration at 
deeper levels of complexity. This is the message Ong hears in The Persis- 
tence of Memory: 


As an always ongoing event in time, existing only when it is going out of 
existence, because of its resistance to digitization, sound advertises the ex- 
istence of another world beyond digitization, a world of resonances with 
meaning. This is the world which Dali’s painting, The Persistence of Mem- 
ory, reopens to us. (193) 


In his submission letter to Connotations, Ong described “Time, Digiti- 
zation, and Dali’s Memory” this way: “It contrasts the digitization of time 
represented in Dali’s nonfunctional ‘melting watches’ with actual human 
memory . . . , of itself non-digitizable. (Computers do not have human 
memory but only recall, which is a different and lesser thing)” (Letter to 
Leimberg). Human memory, unlike computer recall, is active, imaginative. 
As Ong stated in Language as Hermeneutic, all language use is hermeneu- 
tic partly because the constantly changing contexts for statements change 
the meaning of the statements. Memories, and memories of memories, 
similarly are relived in changing contexts and are filtered through both 
conscious and unconscious motivations, and they are organized in non- 
linear fashion according to the dictates of present concerns, as registered 
in Mark Twain’s quip: “When I was younger I could remember anything, 
whether it happened or not; but I am getting old, and soon I shall remem- 
ber only the latter” (Autobiography, 1269). Rather than a simple retrieval 
of data or facts, human memory is a living, evolving expression of identity, 
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an interiority that in its functioning is not only retrospective but creative, 
not isolating but integrating present associations with previous ones. 
Human memory is inventive, creative. Mechanical digitized memory is 
wonderfully astounding in its capacity and speed but it is also limiting; it 
produces an “artificial past,” for it cannot encode the shadows or echoes 
of meanings that attend to all thinking and discourse. As we have seen, 
computer structuring programs “lock-in” or reduce the number of digi- 
tal representational schemes available for the development of subsequent 
programs, but lock-in also narrows the ideas it immortalizes, by cutting 
away the unfathomable penumbra of meaning that distinguishes a word 
in natural language from a command in a computer program (Lanier 10). 
Natural human memory, on the other hand, recalls not just words but the 
shadows and resonances of past and present associations that the words 
evoke, not just the content of a message but the context for a human in- 
teraction, including the unsaid and sometimes unsayable. 


Dalí had the genius to entitle his painting The Persistence of Memory. This 
title gets to the heart of the digitization issue through the collapsed digitized 
time that the painting presents. Beneath all digitization, living human mem- 
ory remains always within non-artificial human time, using digitization pro- 
ductively but not reducible to digitization. Human memory is involved with 
time more totally and unequivocally than is digitization. True human mem- 
ory has persisted all along.° (Ong, “Time, Digitization,” 190) 


Ong’s “metaphysical” reflections on time and memory in the Dali essay 
are reverberations from his oral hermeneutic that locates meaning not on 
surfaces or in circuitry but in the negotiation between unique interiors. 
Communication is rooted in personalism, and personalism is rooted in 
the nature of language itself. Language begins with intentionality, in the 
attunement of one human consciousness to another, and it develops out 
of silence, the nonlinguistic setting in which words are used to explain 
the situation even as the situation gives meaning to the words. Comput- 
ers lack that nonverbal context. And, “the computer lacks rhetoric, out of 
which Jogos and logic grew and in which they remain embedded” (LAH, 
93). Digitized encoding can be copied exactly and, given sufficient tera- 
bytes or petabytes, can be shared endlessly and completely, but human 
memory, like the human self, is distinctive, unique, irreproducible in its 
totality, and impervious to complete revelation. 
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Once again, within his studies on personalism and human memory, 
Ong’s faith, like a yeast, extends his secular scholarship without chang- 
ing or distorting its substance. Ong understood Christianity to be a reli- 
gion of memory, recalling Jesus’s words at the Last Supper, “Do this in 
remembrance of me.” But this memory is not of specific words or facts 
(which are abstractions from being) but of a person. Ong previously had 
referenced Gabriel Marcel’s distinction between two types of belief: “faith 
that” something is true versus “faith in” someone, that is, faith based 
on propositional knowledge versus faith based upon interpersonal com- 
munion (“Voice as Summons for Belief”). For Ong, focus solely on the 
recall of verbatim words or recorded “facts” is a reduction of memory. Of 
course scholars must contextualize the words of the Bible within its own 
time, for instance by awareness of the psychodynamics of orality (as for 
instance Kelber has attempted), but for the believer the words must also 
be recontextualized within the present, within the framework of contem- 
porary knowledge and communications technology. Because there are no 
completely explicit statements and because the meaning of words always 
is negotiated in part by the present context, the memory that Jesus com- 
mands is subject to ongoing interpretation. The purpose of living memory 
is not definition but encounter (“Hermeneutical Encounter”). It is not 
only retrospective but future-oriented. Ong takes Jesus’s words, “I am 
the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6) to mean that “full truth, 
self-contained truth is not a statement at all, but is nothing less than a 
person” —and this is paradigmatic for all human speakers, regardless of 
religious belief (“Hermeneutic Forever” 19-20). The “I” who speaks can- 
not be digitized or reduced to statement or creed. 

So, with digitization, Ong’s concern was not that machines would be- 
come hominized but that humans could become technologized. In Lan- 
guage as Hermeneutic, Ong explained therefore that just as the data or 
information produced by digitization requires hermeneutics to integrate 
and communicate knowledge, so to come to deep understanding, logos, 
that is fractioning reason, will always need to be accompanied by uni- 
tive mythos—by myth, literature, religion, paradox, aphorisms, and so 
on, which work by indirection to utter the silence that gives meaning to 
words’ (Language as Hermeneutic, ch. 12). And to alert us to the unique, 
interiorized human person that escapes digitization. 

Research continues on the plasticity of the human brain in response to 
omnipresent electronic technologies that we employ, and debate certainly 
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will continue on whether Google is “making us stupid.” But perhaps the 
question we should be asking is, “are Google, Twitter, Facebook and other 
digitally mediated experiences making us forget?” Or rather, by decontex- 
tualizing our experiences of the world and one another and by mediating 
those experiences through digitization, are electronic media inhibiting us 
from forming memories that extend deep into our conscious and uncon- 
scious minds, living memories that echo and resonate understandings and 
relationships that escape digitization? 

Neither a technophobe nor an alarmist, Ong welcomed digitization, 
though he was more aware than most of us of the need to temper its vision 
and to supplement it with an oral hermeneutic more adept at speaking 
the unspeakable. The visual maps of digitization are not the territory of 
human reality—it is nice to have them around to get where we are going, 
but it cannot choose for us our destination. Optimistic as always, Ong 
suggested that the first answer to the problem is awareness, awareness 
of what is happening, why it is happening, and how it might be changed. 
The truth shall set you free, free to cultivate mythos in its various forms to 
preserve the richness of human experience that can be occluded by spatial- 
izing and fractioning methods of interpretation. Dali’s painting pictures 
for us Ong’s oral hermeneutics: despite exhaustive digitization, memory 
persists. We need to remember that. 


NOTES 


Language as Hermeneutic: The Evolution of the Idea and the Text 


1. Ong describes the formative influence of Saint Louis University in “McLuhan as 
Teacher.” 

2. See Stahmer, “Speech Is the Body”; see also Stahmer’s “Vocal Communication,” a re- 
view of Ong’s The Barbarian Within. 

3. The May 1986 issue of Cultural Anthropology, devoted to “The Dialectic of Oral and 
Literary Hermeneutics,” included essays by Tyler (“On Being Out of Words”) and C. Jan 
Swearingen (“Oral Hermeneutics During the Transition to Literacy”). 

4. Ong’s marked copy of The Said and Unsaid is in the Saint Louis University Archives. 

5. Ong’s oral hermeneutic is discussed in Zlatic, “Faith in Pretext.” 

6. The same essay was also published for a different audience in Oral Tradition. 

7. In his 26 February 1990 letter to Maud Wilcox at Harvard University Press, Ong com- 
mented that the connection he proposed in his 1983 preface between the binary digitization 
of computers and Ramus’ dichotomies was spurring others’ scholarship, including Leith’s. 

8. On his working notes for this course, book order forms, reserve lists, and course pro- 
posal, he cancelled the title “Interpretation and Being,” substituting “Language as Hermeneu- 
tic” (Archives 64.2.1.1.121). 

9. Course-related files in the Language as Hermeneutic folder at Saint Louis University 
include “Discourse and Silence”; “Holism in Our Approach to and/or Understanding of Lan- 
guage and Thought”; “Words Are Ultimately Defined by the Nonverbal”; “Intertextuality 
as Retrieval of Orality”; “Literacy, Orality, Truth, and Method”; “Technology of Writing 


204 Notes to Pages 130-144 


», 6 


and Its Sequels”; “Theorems on Language, Technology, and Community: The Embedding of 
Thought in the Material World”; “Words Are Ultimately Defined by the Nonverbal”; “Writ- 
ing and Reading Texts are Speech Events.” The files are available online at http://cdm.slu.edu/ 
cdm/landingpage/collection/ong. 

10. In the Saint Louis University spring 1988 course catalog Ong is listed as teaching 
ENG A612, “Orality, Text, Electronics”; however, no other information about the course 
can be found in the otherwise scrupulously maintained Ong files, now in the Ong archives. 
Among the Language as Hermeneutic course papers, though, is a half-page document, “Oral- 
ity, Text, Electronics: Hermeneutic Theorems.” In his 1990 letter of inquiry to Harvard Uni- 
versity Press, Ong mentions that his manuscript developed out of two successive seminars that 
he had taught. Language as Hermeneutic in the spring of 1989 is certainly one of the two, but 
it is unclear what the other might be. 

11. Chapter 6 is neither named nor numbered, but it is between chapters 5 and 7, so this 
omission appears to be an oversight. 

12. The 130 pages listed is the length of LAH-90. The second date given is 1994. 

13. For instance, “The Challenge of Technology” (1958); “Wired for Sound: Teaching, 
Communications, and Technological Culture” (1960); “New Definitions in the Humanities: 
The Humanities in a Technological Culture” (1962); Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology 
(1971); “Technology Outside Us and Inside Us” (1978); “Reading, Technology, and the Na- 
ture of Man: An Interpretation” (1980); Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the 
Word (1982); “Writing Is a Humanizing Technology” (1983); “Writing Is a Technology that 
Restructures Thought” (1986); “Technological Development and Writer-Subject-Reader Im- 
mediacies” (1990). 

14. See Zlatic, “Ong as Teacher.” 

15. At the top of the manuscript is the date “10-12-92” and the note, “supersedes 
10-12-91.” 

16. Ong later changed the readings for Symposium 6. 

17. This is an early version of “Information and/or Communication.” 

18. Ong conducted the seminars with Dr. Charles K. Hofling, professor of neurology 
and psychiatry at Saint Louis University (to whom Ong dedicated his book on Hopkins). For 
Ong’s interest in psychiatry, see also James L. Foy, “Teilhard de Chardin, Phenomenology and 
the Study of Man,” and Ong’s response, “Comments on Dr. James L. Foy’s Paper.” Ong’s in- 
terest in encounter is also evidenced in the subtitle for his book American Catholic Cross- 
roads: Religious-Secular Encounters in the Modern World (1959). 

19. “Hermeneutic Encounter in Voice and in Text” is a mostly complete forty-two page 
draft, with references, the latest having been published in 1990. The essay is heavily edited 
in pencil, and attached is a slip of paper that supplies section headings; the latest penciled-in 
reference is 1991. 

20. The essay was eventually published in 1998 as “Digitization Ancient and Modern: Be- 
ginnings of Writing and Today’s Computers.” On an advertising flyer for Before Writing Ong 
wrote, “being ordered as of 8-2-91” (MSS Doc 64.1.2.3.826). 

21. Ong expanded on this idea, and on November 29, 1994, offered “Time, Digitiza- 
tion, and Dali’s Memory” to the journal Connotations, but it was not published. On May 15, 
1990, Ong was taking notes on Carlton Lake’s book In Quest of Dali (Ephemera, Doc 
MSS 64 Box 155). The book is cited in “Time, Digitization, and Dali’s Memory” but not in 
LAH-90, suggesting that LAH-90 was completed prior to May 15 and that Ong was already 
expanding his discussion of Dali. The fact that the book is not cited in LAH-94 seems to in- 
dicate a waning interest in that latter work. 

22. Ong was particularly appreciative of Bakhtin’s insights: in his notes for the 1991-92 
Graduate Symposiums he acknowledged a similarity—and difference—between Bakhtin and 
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him: “dialogic grounding of all discourse, use of language (Bakhtin, but more existential 
slant)” (Doc MSS 64.2.1.2.13). 

23. The references for LAH-90 and LAH-94 are identical, except in the latter Ong de- 
leted the citation for a manuscript by David R. Olson. In his working copy of the LAH-90 ref- 
erences he had marked for insertion: Buber, I and Thou; DeFrancis; and The Presence of the 
Word. But none of these was included in the LAH-94 references. 

24. Other relevant works published during this time are Review of The Book of Mem- 
ory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, by Mary J. Carruthers; Foreword to Faith and 
Contexts, vol. 1; Foreword to The Barefoot Expert: The Interface of Computerized Knowl- 
edge Systems and Indigenous Knowledge Systems; “Do We Live in a Post-Christian Age?”; 
“Church and Cosmos: Reflections on Frames of Reference”; “The Elusive Presence of the 
Word: An Interview with Walter Ong” by Michael Kleine and Frederic Gale; Foreword to 
Electric Rhetoric: Classical Rhetoric, Oralism, and a New Literacy, by Kathleen E. Welch; 
and “Hopkins’s Articulate Self.” 


Language as Hermeneutic: An Unresolved Chord 


1. See Zlatic, “The Articulate Self.” Ong confirmed in a 1997 letter to Rev. Barry J. McGan- 
non, S.J., that this dialectic was an opening for understanding, as he put it, of “what I am about.” 

2. For the most complete factual account of Ong’s life, see Farrell, Walter Ong’s Contri- 
butions; see also Farrell, Foreword, in Faith; and Introduction, in Walter J. Ong’s Work. See 
also Harp, Constant Motion; Soukup, Orality and Literature, “The Contexts,” and “Walter 
J. Ong”; Kelber, “Walter Ong’s Three Incarnations of the Word”; Tyler, The Unspeakable; 
Sussman, High Resolution; Johns, Foreword; Golumbia, “Toward a History of ‘Language’ ”; 
Cargas, “The Christian as Scholar”; Kleine, “Ong’s Theory” and “Elusive Presence”; Swear- 
ingen, “Oral Hermeneutics”; Riemer, “Walter Ong”; Gronbeck et al., Media, Consciousness, 
and Culture; Weeks and Hoogestraat, Time, Memory, and the Verbal Arts. This analysis also 
borrows freely from my essays, “The Articulate Self”; “Faith in Pretext”; “Talking Literature 
and Religion”; and “Ong as Teacher.” 

3. See a 2002 letter to Roman Kowal, in which Ong explained the term “Onglish.” 

4. Ong’s groundbreaking work on communication history and technology has influenced 
a number of scholars, but his proposed stages of consciousness according to media develop- 
ment were not meant to be absolute, discrete or closed-off categories. He did not argue for 
(but against) a “great divide” between people in oral, scribal, print, or electronic cultures. 
What Ong found most interesting were the “interfaces of the word,” that is, how the oral, 
written, print, and electronic interact differently at different times and places, depending on 
local circumstances. See “Complications and Overlappings,” in The Presence of the Word; 
Interfaces of the Word; and “A Comment on ‘Arguing about Literacy.’” See also Harp, Con- 
stant Motion, and Farrell, Walter Ong’s Contributions. 

5. When asked about the desirability of a new edition of Orality and Literacy, Ong de- 
ferred, explaining that the book was still very popular because “Other writers do not treat 
oral hermeneutics as I have done” (Letter to Liz Thompson). Chapter 4 of Language as 
Hermeneutic is titled “The Interpersonalism of Hermeneutics, Oral and Other”; chapter 2, 
“Hermeneutics, Textual and Other,” was initially titled “Hermeneutics, Textual and Oral.” 
Ong’s oral hermeneutic is discussed in Zlatic, “Faith in Pretext.” For further exploration of 
oral hermeneutic, see Kelber, Swearingen, Rosenstock-Huessy, Stahmer. 

6. Randolph Lumpp, “Culture, Religion, and the Presence of the Word: A Study of the 
Thought of Walter Jackson Ong” (Ph.D. diss., University of Ottawa, 1976). 

7. This personalist orientation is obvious in three chapter titles in Language as Her- 
meneutic: chapter 1, “Orality, Writing and Presence”; chapter 4, “The Interpersonalism of 
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Hermeneutics, Oral and Other”; and chapter 8, “Meaning, Hermeneutic, and Interpersonal 
Trust.” 

8. Ricoeur (72). Ricoeur pointedly restricts his investigation of self and attestation to 
philosophical analysis; he comes even closer to Ong’s position when, moving beyond philos- 
ophy that envisions response as an answer to a question, he posits a response that is an an- 
swer to a call (24-25). 

9. The remark is quoted on the dedication page of Ong’s Interfaces of the Word, and is 
recalled in Language as Hermeneutic. 

10. Over Ong’s long publishing career, scientific estimates of the age of the universe var- 
ied. In Language as Hermeneutic Ong settled on 15 billion years. Current estimates range 
from 11-18 billion years, with 13.8 being most commonly given. 

11. E.g., “One of the most widespread and fundamental errors of . . . New Critics . . . has 
been the assumption . . . that to put an utterance in writing is to remove it from this state of 
oral discourse and thus to ‘fix’ it, to specify and totalize its meaning (LAH 44). Similarly, Ma- 
cLeish’s assertion that “A Poem should not mean / But be,” mistakenly implies that meaning 
is “all act and no residual potential” (LAH 43). 

12. See Harp for a discussion of embodied knowledge in Ong, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, 
and Lonergan. 

13. In his June 10, 1974 letter to Lumpp, Ong emends this passage, omitting reference to 
aphorisms (Doc MSS 64.2.2.1). 

14. For instance, in 1968 in a never-delivered conference paper, “Aphorisms Regarding 
the Media and the Senses,” Ong toyed with a series of aphoristic paragraphs on the sensory 
base for concepts. 

15. Ong’s copy is in the Saint Louis University Special Collections at Pius XII Memo- 
rial Library. 

16. For instance, Ong’s citation in Language as Hermeneutic of computer experts’ con- 
clusion that the computer’s calculation of the perfect chess or check game is “wholly out of 
the question” (qtd. in LAH 104) might be qualified today based on more recent developments 
such as parallel processing and quantum computing. 

17. Because of Ong’s study of the “presence of the word” and his investigations of the 
pyschodynamics of the “oral mind,” some assume he was longing for the Rousseauistic world 
of the “noble savage” untainted by writing. For Ong’s dismissal of criticisms that he promoted 
a “Great Leap” theory through his identification of stages of consciousness development, see 
his Letter to Victor J. Vitanza. 

18. Ong wrote the last section of this report, “New Definitions in the Humanities: The 
Humanities in a Technological Culture.” 

19. The coinage is one of Ong’s most fecund. A number of subcategories for orality and 
literacy have been used by Ong and then others, including primary orality, residual orality, 
secondary orality, secondary literacy, secondary textuality, secondary visualism, tertiary oral- 
ity. However, these constructs were never meant to be closed fields, as Ong explained in an 
interview: “When I first used the term ‘secondary orality,’ I was thinking of the kind of oral- 
ity you get on radio and television, where oral performance produces effects somewhat like 
those of ‘primary orality,’ the orality using the unprocessed human voice, particularly in ad- 
dressing groups, but where the creation of orality is of a new sort. . . . This is what I originally 
referred to by the term ‘secondary orality’ ” (Kleine and Gale 80). On a note card titled “No- 
tanda for Informal Response,” Ong in 1995 wrote somewhat cryptically: “Secondary oral- 
ity (orality interacting with writing, print, and electronics): not only in the electronic age (to 
which I first applied the term, directly to radio and television) but also in the manuscript and 
print ages and postmodern deconstruction. Paul, close of 2 Thess.” In a similar blurring of 
boundaries, Ong extended the concept of secondary visualism: visualism of manuscript age, 
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and much more of print age (exactly repeatable visual statement) and of electronic communi- 
cation (graphics)” (Notanda, Doc MSS 64.1.3.6.6). 
20. Ong continued in his 1995 interview: 


I have also heard the term ‘secondary orality’ lately applied by some to other sorts 
of electronic verbalization which are really not oral at all—to the Internet and simi- 
lar computerized creations for text. . .. Computerized communication can thus sug- 
gest the immediate experience of direct sound. I believe that is why computerized 
verbalization has been assimilated to secondary “orality” even when it comes not in 
oral-aural format but through the eye, and thus is not directly oral at all. . . . To han- 
dle such technologizing of the textualized word, I have tried occasionally to introduce 
the term “secondary literacy.” (Kleine and Gale 80-81) 


Elsewhere, including correspondence with Doris Schoenhoff, author of The Barefoot Expert 
(for which he wrote the foreword) Ong further experimented with terms such as secondary 
visualism and secondary textuality but acknowledged that he thus far was unable to come up 
with a “provocative” term for the contemporary electronic age (July 21, 2000). 

21. “A reason for compulsive preoccupation with intimacy: rapidity of electronic in- 
terchange of thought between two persons creates an environment like—but not the same 
as—that voice, vocal exchange, sound, in face-to-face interaction. But virtual reality is by def- 
inition not face-to-face. Cf. Bukatman, “Terminal Identity (subconscious suppressed)” (No- 
tanda, Doc MSS 64.1.3.6.6. 

22. Memory played a significant role in Ong’s personalism, communication studies, 
history of consciousness, philosophy, and religion. See below in the appendix for Ong’s 
hitherto-unpublished essay, “Time, Digitization, and Dali’s Memory,” which was developed 
from an idea first raised in Language as Hermeneutic. 

23. See Ong’s “Post-Christian,” 152-53; “Yeast,” 347; “Father Hecker,” 63-64; “Apos- 
tolate,” 149. For discussions on the harmony of Ong’s faith and scholarship, see Soukup, 
“The Contexts of Faith” and “Walter J. Ong, S.J.: A Retrospective”; Farrell, Walter Ong’s 
Contributions; Zlatic, “Articulate Self” and “Talking Literature and Religion.” 

24. For instance, Ong’s interest in evolution was related to his incarnational theology and 
Christo-centric universe that reminds some commentators of Teilhard de Chardin—another 
Jesuit who impregnated hard and meticulous science with theological reflection. Also, the pre- 
mium that Ong placed on a conversational model for seeking knowledge is given more reso- 
nance in light of the fact that the founder of the Jesuit order, Ignatius Loyola, proposed that 
conversation be taken as a model for spirituality, with Ignatius’ term “converser,” meaning 
not simply talk but communing, a sharing of interiors (Conwell 1997, 216). Of course per- 
sonalism, for Ong as for Martin Buber, was rooted in religious sensibility. 


Picturing Ong’s Oral Hermeneutic 


1. An earlier version of this essay appeared in Communication Research Trends; it is re- 
printed here with permission. 

2. The history of Ong’s submission of the article is complex. In January 1992, Ong had 
published in Speculum a favorable review of Mary Carruthers’ The Book of Memory in which 
he suggested relationships between memoria, computers, hermeneutics, mythos, and logos. 
Later that year Connotations published Carruthers’ “Inventional Mnemonics and the Orna- 
ments of Style: The Case of Etymology,” and the editors invited Ong to respond. Ong said 
his commitments would not allow this, though in his files is a seven page document (Car- 
ruthe.RSM) in which he writes, “Here I propose merely to add some comment in the hope 
of suggesting some further depths underlying the cultural and psychological issues which 
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she discusses.” A year later Ong instead offered the Dalí piece as an indirect response to 
Carruthers. 

Ong linked other essays to the Dalí essay. About his unpublished essay, “Digitization and 
Hermeneutics: Reflections on Epistemic Coincidence,” Ong noted to himself that the major 
points were already covered in “Time, Digitization, and Dali’s Memory.” On his unpublished 
essay “Digitization, Sound, and Time: From Tallying to Computer,” he wrote as an epigraph, 
“A Memorial for Salvador Dali”—although later he scratched it out. Dalí is also invoked 
in “God’s Known Universe and Christian Faith: Pastoral, Homiletic and Devotional Reflec- 
tions” (1991). 

3. Ong described the formative influence of Saint Louis University in “McLuhan as 
Teacher,” and in his letter to Lumpp. See also Farrell, Walter Ong’s Contributions, 38-44. 

4. For instance, see Ong, “God’s Known Universe” and “Knowledge in Time”; see also 
Zlatic, “The Articulate Self.” 

5. Letter to Farrell (2001). Decades earlier, Ong had recounted Arendt’s comment in let- 
ters to James M. Curtis (September 19, 1970) and to Randolph Lumpp (April 4, 1971). In a 
1993 letter in which he provided Kenneth Woodward some “foci” for an article Woodward 
was writing about Ong’s thought, Ong offered this appraisal: “In sum, Ong’s work deals with 
antithesis and conflict, as focused in verbal communication, but his work is synthesizing and 
unifying in bent.” 

6. At a conference a skeptical copanelist challenged Ong regarding his valorization of 
sound over sight by pointing to a projected image in the room and remarking: “See, a pic- 
ture is worth a thousand words.” Ong quickly retorted, “But you had to use words to make 
that point.” In Orality and Literacy Ong added, “a picture is worth a thousand words only 
under special conditions—which commonly include a context of words in which the picture is 
set” (7). Here too it is worthwhile to note how the title—that is, the words, “The Persistence 
of Memory”—open up interpretations by widening and deepening the context for the image. 

7. Ong had advanced a version of this theme forty-four years earlier in “The Myth of 
Myth: Dialogue with the Unspoken,” originally published in 1950. 
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